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Ivan Tepes was once a powerful prince. But betrayal broke his world and took the only thing that made him human… his wife.

Now, for centuries, he lived in the shadows, a monster of myth and whispered superstition. Blood was his only solace, violence his only language.

Eternity was his curse.

In rage and despair, Ivan gave himself to the darkness, trading his soul for immortality and becoming something monstrous in the hopes one day his one true love would return to him.

And then there was Clara. An identical reincarnation of his wife, Mircalla. She bore a new name, a new life without the memories of them that he held, but her soul was the same. He’d found her again, and this time, he wouldn’t let her go.

Clara feared him. Yet beneath the terror was something else—an echo of what they once were to each other. He was her captor, but soon, she’d remember the lover, husband, and man who killed in her memory just to ease the undying pain her absence left.

She would be his again even if he must drag her across the threshold of light and shadow to keep her.

Their story was one of obsession and betrayal, but underneath all of it was a love so relentless it defied death itself.

A dark, gothic, and romantic reimagining where Dracula meets Nosferatu.


PROLOGUE
CLARA


The word still echoed in my ears long after it had left my lips.

Monster.

I should have felt safer for saying it out loud, like naming the thing that haunted me would strip away its power. But all my whispering did was thicken the air between us. 

The word—the truth—seemed to seep into the walls themselves, swallowed and repeated back in silence.

Though I had seen him—seen the reality of his true identity, his claws and teeth were made for nothing but rending—I couldn’t deny I didn’t feel the type of terror I should.

And then there was something else—this pull. This molten throb in my body. A demon from nightmares stood before me, yet every nerve inside me ached for him like he was the only thing left on earth I needed.

That was what terrified me.

Ivan didn’t react to my accusation. In fact, the corner of his mouth curved faintly, an expression that wasn’t quite a smile. His head cocked slightly, the same gesture I’d seen reflected, but here in the flesh, it was slower, deliberate, almost curious.

“You see clearly, then,” he murmured. “I wondered how long it would take.”

The sound of his voice—too smooth, too deep—crawled down my spine and left me trembling. I forced myself to straighten my shoulders and tilt my chin up, though my legs shook.

“You’re… you’re a monster,” I said again, my voice holding more weight to it.

His dark eyes glinted, unreadable in the fire's glow. “You think naming me gives you power.”

“Doesn’t it?” I asked, though even to my ears, it sounded thin.

His smile widened then, revealing a hint of sharp white teeth that belonged to the reflection more than to the man. “No, Clara. It only makes you mine differently.”

I swallowed hard, clutching the thin blanket against me. My throat was so tight the next words almost broke on their way out. “What do you want? Like, what do you really want?”

His gaze raked me slowly, deliberately, and though I hated myself for it, my body warmed even more beneath the weight of his attention. He didn’t need to touch me to strip me bare, I realized.

“You already know. You can feel it.”

He wanted me. But for what? I rocked my head, desperate for denial, for something solid to cling to.

He smiled, and although I looked at the man before me, his monstrous visage stayed rooted in my mind.

I spun away from him and crossed the room, desperate to put space between us. My bare feet slapped the stone, but no matter how far I moved, the oppressive sense of him filled the chamber.

“Stay away from me,” I hissed, my voice breaking, betraying how close I was to sobbing.

“From you?” he said softly, behind me now, though I hadn’t heard him move. “You think I will,” he growled. “You think I could?”

I spun, trying to keep him in front of me, my heart pounding against my ribs. The fire painted shadows across his face, ones that hinted at the demonic visage beneath, the evil I’d seen in the mirror. My chest ached with something I didn’t understand.

I retreated until my back met the cold stone. The impact jarred me but also grounded me. I pressed my palms flat to the wall at my sides; the blanket falling from my grasp. “You can terrify me all you want,” I whispered, my breath shaking, “but I’ll never be what you want. I’ll never be yours.”

Ivan’s expression was one of certainty. “My little one,” he crooned, and the tone of his voice struck something deep inside of me. “You’ve always belonged to me. You just didn’t realize it.”

I bit back the sharp retort on my tongue. I didn’t want to anger him. I didn’t know what he was capable of. He stepped forward, slowly, purposefully, until the space between us hummed with his presence. My body betrayed me again, shivering not with fear or from the cold stone I was pressed against but with an arousal that disgusted me.

He inhaled deeply, nostrils flaring as if to savor the scent of my shame. Oh, God… Ivan could smell what he did to me.

“There it is,” he whispered. “The truth you try to hide.” He smirked. I hated how handsome he was. “You can lie with your lips, but your body will always betray you.”


CHAPTER ONE
CLARA


The train rattled softly as it wound its way through the countryside. I rested my head on the window and looked on, the faint sound of wheels against tracks a steady backdrop to my thoughts.

I watched as the sprawling fields and clusters of trees blurred by and faded into the horizon. The scenery looked nothing like London—nothing familiar or what I was used to—but somehow it felt like it this was exactly where I was supposed to be.

It felt like I was going back to a place I should have always been, like I was finally finding the perfect soil to grow my roots. I’d grown up hearing stories about this area from my parents and maternal grandparents. The village I was moving to was tucked away in Eastern Europe—the same place where my family had once lived.

And although my father had also come from Eastern Europe, there had never been stories of a place he’d once called home. I’d long since realized he’d run away from something, and talking about it, fondly or not, triggered him.

My maternal and paternal grandparents had left Romania long before my parents were born, and while they’d never spoken much about why they’d decided to leave, they carried the memories with them close to their hearts.

But underneath the reminiscences of childhood times, I had always sensed a shadow of something dark and unspoken that lingered in their words, hidden like a dirty secret they were terrified to utter.

The older I got, the more I kept thinking about why they left…what they were hiding. And when I’d become an adult with the means to find out those secrets, it became an obsession I couldn’t let go of.

Maybe I’d inherited their darkness, too?

The why and how and what ifs had a grip on me. As a child, I would dream about what my ancestral home looked like. What did it smell like? What about the people there? Did they keep to themselves? Were they friendly in passing?

I’d become so engrossed with finding out everything I could that I had dreams about it all—memories and images I'd never experienced of winding forests and crumbling castles. They looked like the pictures I’d found online, ones of this ethereal place that seemed haunted yet was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in my life.

And under it all, there was this hum of something I couldn’t name. My dreams weren’t nightmares, but even if they were wonderful at first, they always turned unsettling.

Like fate was giving me a warning to stay away.

But when I got the opportunity to intern at the Primejdie Art Gallery in the same village where my grandparents had lived, I jumped at the chance.

I paid little attention to the fact the gallery was named after an immediate sense of harm.

And I took the paid housing and board with the position as a sign. It was time for me to leave—much to my maternal grandmother and parents' stern disapproval.

But I explained to them that this was the kind of opportunity artists fought for, and folklore or things they kept hidden and never shared with me couldn't persuade me from turning it down.

So here I was, watching the scenery whiz by me for long hours before the train pulled into a small station surrounded by clusters of red-tiled roofs and winding cobblestone streets.

Most of my stuff was shipped and arrived last week at my tiny guesthouse owned by a widow named Anca. I gathered my suitcase and purse and disembarked the train, just standing on the platform for a second, taking my surroundings all in.

The town was even smaller than I’d expected. It was the kind of place that felt untouched by time, secure in the way things had always run, cursing away any kind of modern convenience. The streets were lined with narrow buildings, their exteriors painted in soft pastel colors with window boxes empty, as this time of year killed off any new life.

People walked slowly, most transferring trains or getting off the one I’d just exited.

My one-bedroom guesthouse had been arranged by the gallery. I glanced at my phone to see the time, but when I felt someone stop in front of me, I glanced up to see an older man holding a sign with my name scrawled across it.

“Clara Popescua?” the older man asked.

“That's me,” I replied. I reached down for the handle of my suitcase.

“I’m Gheorghe. Your driver.” His voice was deep and gruff, his face weathered with age and a life of working hard.

I instantly heard his distinct Romanian accent. The same one my grandparents had. Although I spoke the language fluently, their dialect was slightly different, as it occurred with villages and little towns, and the way his words flowed made me miss my family.

He grumbled something under his breath and took my suitcase from me. “It’s nice to meet you. Follow me.” He wasted no time ushering me into his car, a tiny, rattling vehicle that smelled faintly of cigarette smoke and age.

The drive to the guesthouse took less than ten minutes, the streets winding in a way that felt almost maze-like and had my car sickness rising.

Anca’s guesthouse was tucked at the edge of town and only a short walk to the gallery. It was a one-story stone building with dead foliage and vines creeping up the sides.

Gheorghe grabbed my suitcase and started heading to the front door before I even got out of the car. He pulled out a big ring of keys, found the one he needed, and opened the door before stepping aside to allow me entry. It creaked as it swung inward, and I followed inside.

The space was cozy with a small bed, a desk by the window, and an antique wardrobe that was hand carved and reminded me of the one my grandmother had in her home. My items I’d had shipped here sat off to the side, the boxes dirty and beat-up from the trip.

He set my bag on the ground by the front door, muttered something about Anca being around shortly to introduce herself, and then he was gone before I could respond. I stood in the center of the room and looked around. The outside had seemed ancient and made me think the inside probably was, too. But I was pleasantly surprised that it wasn’t at all how I'd envisioned it.

The walls were painted a soft cream, and a stack of folded blankets sat neatly on the foot of the bed. I glanced out the window. The view overlooked the forest on the edge of town, its dense trees stretching toward the distant hills. Something about the sight sent a shiver through me.

There was a soft knock on the front door, and I went over to answer it. An older woman stood on the other side. She was so tiny that she was dwarfed by her thick cardigan and over-sized dress.

“Good morning,” she said in a soft, sweet, elderly voice. “I’m Anca.”

I smiled and held out my hand. She shooed it away and stepped inside, pulling me into a soft hug. I wasn't tall by any means, standing at five foot five, but I felt like a giant compared to her.

When she pulled back, she walked around the room and explained everything to me. She said she did the grocery shopping weekly, and if I needed anything other than essentials to just let her know and she’d get it on her trip. After she gave me the short tour, she talked about the town and the people, and I told her about my grandparents, who had moved to the States—but my grandfather had passed years ago—and had lived just in the next village over. 

“You’ll love it here,” Anca said, her smile kind. “The gallery is just a short walk away, and the town has everything you’ll need.” With one more wave and a smile, she left me alone.

That afternoon, I explored the village on foot. The gallery itself was breathtaking—a restored 18th-century building with vaulted ceilings and intricate hand carved moldings.

Inside the gallery, the air smelled faintly of oil paints and varnish, and the walls were lined with pieces from local but also well-known artists.

It was easy to see why the Primejdie had such a reputation. The art was a breath of the old world.

The rest of the town was equally captivating, and I imagined my grandparents walking similar streets when they were younger.

Tiny cafés with patio seating spilled onto the streets, and an old bookstore beckoned me with the promise of being taken to another world and time. I shamelessly spent an hour walking its narrow aisles, tracing my fingers over the spines of books I recognized and ones in languages I didn’t know.

But even as I wandered the town and visited all the shops, something felt...off. I couldn't place what was different. It wasn’t an eerie or threatening feeling, but there was definitely a heaviness in the air, like the town carried something I couldn’t quite see.

My grandmother’s voice played in my head about dangers that lurked in the shadows and misty corners of the mountains that surrounded her village.

And as the sun dipped lower beneath the horizon, I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched, though I didn’t see anyone paying attention to me.

That night, as I drifted off in this foreign house, my strange and ethereal dreams came back.

I stood in the middle of a forest, fog rolling around my legs, this unusual light illuminating just ahead. I could make out the faint outline of something—a man—towering in the distance. I didn’t know who he was, couldn’t see his face, but I knew he was the most dangerous man I’d ever seen.

“Come to me,” a voice so deep and distorted echoed in my head.

The air was charged, heavy, and hummed with something unnatural.

I woke with my hands gripping the sheets, the air sawing in and out of my mouth, and sweat covering my body. My heart raced as the darkness of my room pressed in around me.

“Come to me.”

I squeezed my eyes shut as that monstrous voice kept playing in my mind.

I didn't know why I was here, what drew me to this place, but I knew without a doubt I would find out soon.


CHAPTER TWO
CLARA


Days later

The phone was pressed hard against my ear as I leaned back in the worn armchair by the window and stared outside. There was a little bird on the gate that I found mesmerizing.

The fading daylight painted the wilderness surrounding my home for the foreseeable future in soft golds and pinks.

The cozy guesthouse felt far removed from everything, like a world apart from the life I’d only ever known.

“I still don’t get why you had to go so far,” Laszlo’s voice came through the line, smooth but with a hint of annoyance.

Even the sound of my boyfriend’s voice was starting to make me feel uncomfortable.

“There are plenty of art opportunities here at home in America, Clara.”

I didn’t respond right away, still watching that little bird until it finally flew away and disappeared into the tree line. I kept my tone light when I said, “This is a once-in-a-lifetime internship, Laszlo, and there was no way I was going to pass it up. I explained that.” He exhaled, his irritation clear because I wasn’t agreeing with him. “Primejdie isn’t just some gallery.” I knew it was to him—to a person who didn't give two shits about the history behind it.

“Yeah, you’ve said that.” His voice was slightly tight. “But you don’t need to prove anything to anyone.” His tone softened just enough to sound affectionate. “You’re already talented. The best. You didn’t have to go halfway across Europe to figure that out.”

I sighed and closed my eyes. I wasn't going to explain—again. I opened my eyes and glanced down at my sketchpad resting on my lap. “It’s not just about being talented or not. It's not just about getting the experience and being able to put it on my resume down the line. It’s...I don’t know, Laszlo. Being here just feels important. I need to do this.”

There was a long pause on his end, and I could almost hear the gears turning in his head, as if he was trying to control his annoyance and snap back about this. I knew he was upset that I was gone. I sympathized. Did I, though? Because the truth was, leaving him hadn’t been hard at all. 

“I just miss you, that’s all,” he said finally, his voice quieter now, more measured.

I didn’t miss the slight edge to his tone, the way his words seemed to wrap around me like an invisible tether. Laszlo had always been like this—soft-spoken, calm, but with a presence that sometimes felt heavier than I could explain.

Controlling in a passive-aggressive manner.

“I miss you, too,” I said, but it wasn’t the truth, and my voice fell flat. The words sounded hollow spilling from my lips. I’d been here for days already and hadn’t thought about Laszlo. I should have felt guilty for that. But I didn’t.

I cared about Laszlo, of course I did. We’d been together for over a year, and he was good to me in all the ways that counted. He had always been supportive of my art—which had been a big green flag for me. But when the time came for me to follow my dreams and explore my art and utilize my degree, his support fell short.

He became whiny, antagonistic, and teetering on the edge of controlling in the way he spoke to me. 

But sometimes, in the quiet moments, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was missing in my life. Something big. Like there was a part of me Laszlo could never reach, no matter how hard I tried to connect with him.

“Good,” he said, his voice brightening slightly as he clearly didn't hear the change in my voice, “because I’ve been thinking...maybe I can come out to see you? We could spend a few days together.”

The suggestion caught me off guard, and right away, I felt my stomach twist into a knot. It was a sudden reaction I couldn’t quite explain. “You want to come here?”

“Yeah. Why wouldn't I want to see my girlfriend?” he asked, and I could hear the smile in his voice now, as if he thought his words and offer to come see me were cute. “I can book a flight, and then a train and be there by the weekend. It’ll be good for us, don’t you think? Spend some time together. Remind you why you don’t need to stay away for so long.”

My head started aching, and I rubbed my temples. I hesitated in responding, turning his words over in my mind. On the surface, it sounded sweet—thoughtful, even. But there was something about the way he said it, like he couldn’t imagine me being okay without him here to ground me.

There was that control again, the kind he showed once I told him I was leaving.

“If that’s what you’d like to do, that’s fine, but I start work next Monday, so I won’t really have much time to hang out,” I intoned.

“We’ll make it work,” he said as if it were already decided. “I want to see where you’re staying and what the village is like. And, of course, once you see me, you’ll know how much you miss me.”

The more I thought about him coming here, the more unease crept up my spine. I pushed it aside. Maybe he’d calm down and feel more at ease once he saw how happy I was.

“This’ll be great. You’ll see,” he said, his tone softening again. “But mostly, I just want to see you. It’s been too long.”

It hadn’t even been two weeks since I left, but I kept that to myself. I let him ramble on about what he was doing, how his work was, and more about him, him, him. Never once did he ask about me. I felt the weight of him coming here settle over me like a blanket I couldn’t escape.

After ten minutes of listening to him basically having a one-sided conversation, I said, “I should go. I still have to finish this sketch before it gets too dark, and I have to start dinner.”

“Of course,” he said easily. “I’ll let you know my travel details tomorrow.”

“Sounds great,” I said in an apathetic tone.

As the line went dead, I let out a breath and rested my head back on the chair, staring at the ceiling. My gaze drifted back to the window, the sky now painted with deep purples and blues as the sun sank lower below the horizon.

I should’ve been excited to see Laszlo, to have a piece of “home” come to this strange and new place. But all I felt was a lingering sense of unease, like his presence would shift something that was growing here. With me. In me.

Shaking off the thought, I grabbed my sketchpad and finished drawing, but just as the sun fully set, something tingled the back of my neck, and I glanced up, staring out into the thickly wooded forest that lined the guesthouse.

I blinked and saw a large shape right at the tree line. My heart raced. I sat up straighter, but when I blinked again, it was gone.

Had I imagined it? I shook my head, feeling like I was losing my mind. I looked at my sketch again and realized what I’d been drawing.

The forest, the setting sun…and an enormous figure hidden in the distance. I tossed the sketchpad aside and stood, pulling the curtains closed, and taking a step back.

I was locked away, but the longer I stared at those closed curtains, the more I felt something—or someone—was on the other side, looking right through them at me.


CHAPTER THREE
CLARA


The village felt different with Laszlo here, and I didn’t like it. Having him here, in this place that felt special and strange in the best ways, was like something shifted in the wrong direction. Laszlo’s presence changed the air.

At first, I thought it was just me overanalyzing the situation, but as we walked the cobbled streets hand-in-hand, I couldn’t shake the weight pressing down on me.

It wasn’t just the growing awkwardness between us—something that I’d felt long before leaving home. It was something else. Something I couldn’t name.

“This place is...quaint,” Laszlo said, glancing around as we passed a row of flower-covered balconies. The tone of his voice said he didn’t like it. He was one of those people who thrived in a bustling city where everyone was shoulder-to-shoulder, trying to rush to get to wherever the hell they were going.

He didn’t sound impressed in the least, not even in awe at the incredible beauty of the thick forests and massive mountains peaking in the distance. But I didn’t comment. Quaint wasn’t a bad thing in the slightest. It was quiet. Peaceful.

At least, it had been until now.

“Quaint is part of its charm,” I finally said softly, offering a small smile even though I was the one feeling irritated now. “It’s not London, but it’s special in its own way.”

He shrugged, his hand tightening around mine in a way that made my skin prickle, and on instinct, I tugged it away and tucked my hands in my pockets.

“I guess. Just seems like there’s not much to do here.”

I held in my smartass response after he spoke. “Try living in the moment,” I offered, hoping to lighten the mood. I didn't want to be pissy while he was here. That sounded miserable.

But even as I said it, I knew it went in one ear and out the other. He clearly wasn’t open to anything positive I had to say.

I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand on end again, like someone was watching us. I turned my head slightly, scanning the nearby buildings, but the street was empty.

The sun had already set, the streetlights on and illuminating the road and people passing by. But I noticed, for the first time, the villagers seemed hurried. They rushed past as if there was a fire lit under their asses. 

“You okay?” Laszlo asked, stopping when he noticed me looking distracted.

“Yeah,” I lied quickly. “I’m fine.”

His brow furrowed, but he let it go, taking my hand again and tugging me forward. “Let's stop for a drink.” I didn't have time to respond before he led us toward a little tavern.

The interior was cozy inside with the warm glow of lanterns reflecting off the wood-paneled walls and lumber beams above us. The smell of roasted meat and ale filled the air along with the sound of cheerful chatter from the patrons. And for a moment, I let myself relax.

We took our place at a little two-seater table, and Laszlo ordered us drinks, his fingers brushing my arm as he leaned closer to say in my ear, “This is nice, isn’t it? Just you and me?”

I nodded, forcing a smile just as our drinks arrived. I once again kept my comments to myself regarding I was a grown ass woman and could order my own drink. I picked up my glass of wine and took a long sip.

We didn’t speak for a moment, and the longer we stayed silent, the more I felt uncomfortable. Every time Laszlo touched me, a strange unease crept over me as if the surrounding air had grown heavier, colder.

It wasn’t just unease—it was dread, the kind that made my chest tighten and my pulse race. It was such an intense sensation and feeling to have that I knew this just wasn't going to work out.

I couldn’t be with him anymore.

But here and now wasn’t the time. I sipped my wine as Laszlo talked about his travel again. I let him ramble on about his plans to take me back to London after my internship, and how he’d “missed me too much to stay away.”

I took a drink every time I felt grossed out. And before I knew it, I’d emptied my glass and ordered another one.

Laszlo didn’t notice my discomfort and kept having a one-sided conversation. This was a familiar scenario between us.

But I wasn’t listening. My mind was elsewhere, my gaze flicking to the door every so often as though expecting someone—or something—to walk in.

The patrons inside the tavern grew more boisterous the more they drank. 

“Hello?” Laszlo said, snapping his fingers in front of my face.

I blinked several times and turned my head to look at him. “Sorry,” I said, but there was no sincerity in that lone word.

He finished his whiskey, ordered another one, and finished that one in a matter of seconds.

“Pardon,” a man beside me said as he accidentally bumped into me when he leaned against the bar and ordered another drink.

I smiled politely at him. “No worries.”

The man gave me a wide smile. “You’re not from here.”

I shook my head, feeling Laszlo’s stare latched on me like it was a noose around my neck. This friendly encounter was for sure gonna add fuel to this imaginary fire Laszlo had conjured up in his mind.

“I can tell. You look like a city woman even without saying a word.” He looked at the ceiling and started murmuring in Romanian, clearly assuming I didn't understand him because of my foreign accent.

I smiled because he was mumbling about not speaking English well enough, and he’d fuck this up and look like a drunken asshole to a visitor in his beautiful village. I could have spoken in Romanian, but before I could say anything, the local man grabbed his drink, said he’d leave before making an idiot out of himself, and to enjoy my evening while he left.

I chuckled and shook my head, taking a drink from my glass and still feeling Laszlo staring at me.

It was only a second of silence before he went in on me. “What the fuck, Clara?” His cheeks were pink, and when I looked at him, he was staring straight ahead, his jaw clenched.

Great, he was getting drunk and getting pissed.

“Always pulling strangers into our conversations,” he ground out.

I rolled my eyes. “I wasn’t pulling anyone into anything,” I said. “He was just being friendly.”

“Too friendly,” Laszlo muttered as he downed the rest of his third drink.

I didn’t miss the way his hand gripped the glass a little too tightly, his knuckles white from the force. I tried to steer the conversation back to neutral ground, but I could see the more I spoke, the more he got annoyed. 

“What the hell? You’re always invalidating how I feel and what I think,” he spat, his voice low but heated.

“Laszlo, stop,” I said, glancing around as a few patrons looked our way because he was raising his voice and making a scene.

But he didn’t stop. “What, are you collecting admirers now? Is that why you came all the way out here?”

I exhaled loudly, rubbed my temples, and knew he had to go back to London. I wasn't doing this shit. “Laszlo, enough,” I hissed, glaring daggers at him. I’d never raised my voice, never allowed myself to vent my anger outwardly.

The bartender appeared, his face stern. “Are you okay?” He addressed me. I nodded. “Good. But you two need to leave,” he said firmly, his focus solely on Laszlo. “We don’t tolerate trouble here.”

Laszlo looked ready to argue, but I grabbed his arm, flashing a smile at the bartender. “I’m sorry. We’re leaving.” I bared my teeth at Laszlo again. “Shut the fuck up, leave quietly, and we’ll discuss this outside.” I didn't give him a chance to respond as I hauled his ass toward the front door.  

But once outside the tavern, I let go of him and started walking to my guesthouse. I was fuming, and so pissed I couldn't even look at him let alone say one damn word to him. So that made the trek tense. Laszlo muttered under his breath while I stayed silent, my thoughts swirling.

By the time we reached my front door, I realized he was on the verge of being too drunk to have a constructive conversation. I unlocked the front door, and before I could tell him I thought he needed to get a room in town, he burst through the door and beelined to the little loveseat. 

He slurred something about how I “shouldn’t be so friendly to strangers and be disrespectful to him,” before he closed his eyes and passed out.

I let out a breath and closed the front door behind me. I stayed outside on the porch staring up at the night sky and the moon above. The air was chilly, wrapping around me as I pulled my sweater tighter. The forest stretched out like a sea of shadows, its presence both calming and unnerving.

I leaned against the front door, my breath creating white clouds in front of me with every exhale. For a moment, everything was quiet. Too quiet. And then I felt it again—that heavy, unshakable feeling of being watched.

My pulse quickened, but I didn’t go inside. Instead, I closed my eyes, letting the sensation wash over me. Consume me.

Control me.

I felt no fear. Not genuine terror. But there was something else—a pull, a strange heat that coiled low in my belly, spreading through me until my breath hitched. My fingers curled into my palm, and I kept my eyes closed, opening myself up mentally, emotionally—in every way imaginable—until those feelings turned into pleasure.

A soft moan escaped my lips, and I rested fully on the front door, flattening my palms on the wood and moaning again.

“What is happening to me?” I whispered.

“You are mine,” a familiar, deep, distorted voice swirled around me. “This is where you belong.” I felt his voice vibrate by my ear and felt this heat surrounding me. God, I felt him so close…pressing against me so I could feel how big and hard he was.

His fingers were on me, his hands holding me to the door, his tongue making a hot, wet trail from my ear down the length of my throat. And the more moans I let out, the more my dark stranger gave me.

I felt his teeth at the soft spot where my shoulder and neck met, and when I felt the sharp sting of him piercing me, I gasped and opened my eyes. The breath left my lungs in a sharp gasp.

I expected to see nothing. This had to be a twisted figment of my imagination.

But I wasn't alone. A figure stood before me, massive and shrouded in the shadows of night, the clouds shielding the moon and washing everything in an onyx blanket. His presence was suffocating, his broad shoulders and towering frame blocking out the forest behind him.

I opened my mouth to scream—or maybe to moan for more—but the sound never left my lips. Instead, as I stared into a face I couldn't see because of the shadows, I lifted my hand and touched my neck where I’d felt the pain. I pulled my fingers back, looked down, and saw the tips smeared with blood. Mine.

He’d bitten me.

“You’re mine, Clara. You’ll realize that soon.” 

Then everything went black.

I shot upright in bed, my heart hammering in my chest, and the sound of Laszlo snoring heavily from the loveseat a backdrop I could have done without. Sweat clung to my skin, and my breathing was ragged as I scanned the room.

I stared at Laszlo as he lay haphazardly on the couch, one leg hanging off, an arm thrown over his head, and his mouth hanging open. The first rays of sunlight peeked through the window—the curtains wide open although I knew I closed them before we left the house yesterday.

I swallowed hard, my hands trembling as I placed my fingers on the side of my neck, felt a tender spot, and closed my eyes because I knew what was there.

A bite mark.

That was proof that I wasn’t going crazy. I was being watched, and he’d come for me last night.

His words played in my head. “You’re mine, Clara. You’ll realize that soon.” 

And I knew he meant every word. Whatever I felt was real. That should have scared me, but it…thrilled me.


CHAPTER FOUR
CLARA


I’d been up for hours by the time Laszlo woke.

He was sprawled out on my couch, the stench of stale alcohol clinging to him like a second skin. His shirt was rumpled, his hair was a mess, and he already wore a scowl on his face. And it only deepened when he looked at me and no doubt saw how irritated I was.

I stood by the window, the late morning light filtering in. My arms were crossed, my resolve like steel that I was ending this now.

“What time is it?” he asked groggily.

“Late,” I said in a clipped voice.

“What’s wrong?”

I closed my eyes and exhaled. “Laszlo,” I said, my voice sharp enough to cut through his groggy haze. “We need to talk.”

He groaned, rubbing his temples. “Clara, can we postpone a conversation? My head hurts like hell⁠—”

“No. We are doing this now,” I cut him off and turned and faced him. “The way you acted at the tavern last night was disgusting. You drove a stake into the heart of this relationship, and now, I’m pulling it out for good. I can’t do this anymore.”

He blinked, his bloodshot eyes narrowing as my words sank in. “Fine. What do you want to talk about? Last night? I was drunk, I just miss you, and I overreacted, okay? Can we move on from it now?” His voice rose, the first hint of anger creeping in.

“It’s not just about last night,” I said, keeping my voice low, even, and most of all, calm. I stepped closer, my arms still crossed over my chest in a very defensive position. “This has been a long time coming, but I hadn’t put all the pieces together until I moved here and could think clearly.”

His face twisted into something ugly, his lips curling into a sneer as he sat up straighter. “You want to be alone?” he hissed, standing so quickly the couch groaned in protest as it slid back an inch on the hardwood floor. “After everything I’ve done for you, this is the route you want to go?”

I held my ground, meeting his glare with one of my own. “After everything you’ve done for me?” I snorted. “Like what? Making me feel like I’m worthless? Oh, yeah, Laszlo, you’ve been such a shining example of a partner since you found out I was leaving and doing something for me.”

His laugh was sharp and bitter. “You think you’re so much better than me now?”

I shook my head, never seeing this kind of vitriol come from him.

He moved toward me, his hands clenching, his nostrils flaring as he looked me in the eye. I took a step back, not liking the air coming from him. Before I could move further away, he latched onto my wrist. The pain was instant and shot through me, sharp and immediate, but I didn’t flinch. I didn’t back down.

“Let. Me. Go. Laszlo,” I said, my voice low and steady. Serious. “You don’t get to touch me. Not now. Never again.”

For a moment, he hesitated, his grip tightening as if testing me. But I didn’t look away. I didn’t cower. Finally, with a violent sound leaving his throat, Laszlo let go, and I stumbled back.

“You’ll regret breaking this off. I promise you, Clara,” he spat, grabbing his things and opening the front door. “You’ll realize what a wrong decision this is.”

I didn't bother responding as I watched him leave, slamming the front door shut. The sound reverberated through the small guesthouse. I stood there for a moment, my wrist throbbing and my heart racing. But I wasn’t unsure of the situation anymore. I was furious. And beneath that anger, I felt this calm settle deep in my body.

It was one I'd never felt before, and it was incredible.

I looked down at my wrist, the red marks in the shape of his fingers already beginning to darken. What just happened didn’t matter, not in the long run.

Because for the first time in…ever, I felt free.

The guesthouse suddenly felt too small, too confining. I looked out the window at the forest. With a plan set in mind, I grabbed my jacket and backpack, shoved some items inside, and stepped outside. I didn't know where Laszlo had gone but assumed he was walking to the train station, maybe letting off steam. It was a haul on foot, but perhaps the fresh air and sunshine would make him see what an ass he was.

The air was cool and damp, and the forest surrounding me called to the most primitive part of my soul.

I followed the nearest trail, my shoes crunching against the dirt and leaves. The further I wandered, the lighter I felt, as if each step was shedding the weight of the past. The sound of the birds above, of animals scurrying in the distance, and the smell of earth filled me.

A smile curved my lips as I walked farther into the wilderness and thought how wonderful it would be to just disappear into it altogether.


CHAPTER FIVE
CLARA


The forest stretched endlessly around me, the towering, ancient trees twisting together in a canopy, filtering in only a minimum of the golden sunlight.

I’d wandered farther than I planned, the trail disappearing behind me long ago, but I wasn’t worried.

I needed this.

I had felt out of place before. No matter where I went, it was like I was the square peg in a round hole. But when I’d come here—when I was here—everything swallowed me whole. The silence, the very shadows that seemed older than the earth itself wrapped themselves around me until I felt… warm and safe.

And yet, the strangest part wasn’t the place. It was me. Every step I took echoed in front of me, like the trees and plants and mountains were trying to lure me forward. Lure me toward something. I should have been afraid. But I wasn’t. I enjoyed being alone and thought this foreign place really didn’t seem so foreign at all.

Sometimes, when I caught my reflection in the stream, I didn’t recognize the woman staring back. The features were mine, yes, but I stared into my eyes and felt like someone from another world was looking back at me. It was as if I was waiting for something I couldn’t name. As if I had lived a life I couldn’t recall, one that had been carved away and buried beneath time.

The solitude, the quiet hum of nature, and the raw, untamed beauty of this place made me feel like I’d been here before. It was like a memory I knew I didn’t have, but was so strong inside of me it was undeniable.

In this moment, it felt like this was why I’d come this far.

The deeper through the trees I walked, the more I finally had a moment to breathe. God, I hadn’t even fully started working at the gallery yet, and already, I had drama surrounding me and my new home.

This place—the region, the landscape, the history—called to me. Now that I was here, moving through the forests my grandparents most likely walked once long ago, I felt something stirring inside me. Something familiar and strange all at once.

The chill of the Romanian air rustled the tree leaves, and I adjusted my jacket and just took a deep breath in. I'd brought my sketchpad with me and couldn't wait to sit down and draw whatever was in front of me, feeling my muse wake up and take notice.

For months, I’d struggled to create anything that felt alive. Everything I sketched, painted, or sculpted seemed hollow, as if I’d lost the spark that once came so naturally. But this forest, with its dense shadows and golden light, seemed to whisper possibilities.

I kept walking until my legs ached and my belly grumbled that it was time to eat. The trees opened up to a clearing, and there it stood…an estate unlike anything I’d ever seen. It was so beautiful that my breath caught.

The structure was massive even though it was nothing but ruins. It was clearly ancient with its jagged spires rising to the skies. The crumbling stone walls must have towered over everything at one point in all their otherworldly glory. Ivy crept up the stone, and I stared at what was once probably stained glass windows, now black and empty like watchful eyes.

But right now, it didn’t seem like it belonged here...yet it did. The way it loomed in its decaying and defiant beauty made it seem alive.

My breath hitched as I stepped closer, weaving through the rubble and tangled foliage until the trees thinned and the forest gave way to a clearing, an overlook on a massive hill. The air itself seemed to still, as though the world held its breath. Beyond the sprawling wild, cradled by the jagged rise of mountains, it stood.

A castle.

It loomed like a sentinel of stone and shadow, its towers piercing the sky, its walls etched with the scars of centuries. The structure was both ruin and majesty, as if time itself had tried to devour it but failed. Turrets jutted like sharpened fangs, and high windows glimmered faintly in the pale light, reflecting a beauty that was almost cruel.

It should have been terrifying, a monument to darkness. And yet, in its grim grandeur, it was heartbreakingly beautiful—like a fairy tale twisted into something unholy. A fortress of nightmares and dreams alike. A place where monsters were born… and where they waited.

And it… was familiar. I blinked, confused, staring at it like I did a picture I recognized. A flock of birds flew overhead. Every instinct screamed at me to turn around, to leave this place behind, but I couldn’t. 

Because the artist in me wouldn’t let me, not when this type of beauty was in front of me.

I sat down on a nearby fallen log and immediately pulled my sketchpad out. I started drawing the ruins, getting the details of the crumbling stone and the flora making its home in the rubble. Emotion consumed me. My hands trembled as I ran my pencil across the paper.

The way the shadows crossed and clung to its walls made it seem like they were intimate lovers too afraid to part. I snacked on a few things I’d brought in my bag, getting lost in my art as the air grew colder and the daylight continued to fade.

And then I felt it. A presence.

Someone is watching me.

The back of my neck tightened, tingled, and I froze, my pencil still in mid-stroke as I glanced up and looked around. I noticed the first thing right away.

The surrounding forest had gone silent. I didn't hear birds chirping, didn’t pick up on animals scurrying around. I didn't even hear or feel the wind.

I closed my eyes, my muscles tense as I let myself just…feel my surroundings. After a minute, I opened my eyes and lifted my head, my gaze sweeping the clearing once more before landing on the darkest structure of the ruins.

And then my vision cleared, and I saw him.

There was a person standing in the ruins, partially hidden by the crumbling archway and deep shadows. It was a male, his shape and height a definite giveaway.

He was massive and imposing, with broad shoulders and a towering frame that cast a long shadow across the ground—a shadow that was terrifying and seemed inhuman.

My chest tightened, and I felt something weird take control of me as I took in his very presence. He hadn’t said one word, yet I could feel his gaze on me. And although I couldn’t make out his face, I knew without a doubt he had sharp and angular features… and he was impossibly handsome.

And then he stepped out of the blackest of the shadows, yet still stayed in the darkened recesses of the ruins. I didn’t recognize him, but I knew—without a doubt—that I knew this man.

I held my breath as I stared at his face. But it wasn’t just his features that struck me. It was the way he stared at me, his eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that made me feel like prey.

Or like he knew me on the most intimate level.

Because the way he watched me was with this almost hungry expression that was feral and predatory.

I stood, gripping my sketchpad, and took a step back, instinct in me saying this man was safe…yet he was fierce. 

Both of us were still silent, and then his lips curved into the faintest smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Here you are.” His voice was low and rough as he spoke in thickly accented English.

His voice curled around me and made my heart race. But it wasn’t out of fear, and that fact terrified me on a primal level.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, not sure why I was apologizing.

“What do you have there?” he asked, gesturing to my sketchpad.

I pulled the pad away from my chest and glanced down. “I was just sketching.” He stepped toward me, his movements deliberate. My legs felt shaky, my feet taking me another step back.

I could make out his facial features more. Taking him in with a more critical eye now, I took note he was even larger than I’d realized. His frame was towering, and if I had to guess, I would have said he was six foot eight. His presence was suffocating.

I started breathing faster as I sensed the air grew colder and the sun set further, casting more darkness until the light disappeared beneath the horizon.

“It’s getting late,” he finally said. “You shouldn’t be here.” His voice was sharper now, cutting through like a blade.

“You’re right,” I whispered, clutching the sketchpad to my chest again. “I better get going.” Yet I didn’t move.

The last sliver of sunlight disappeared, plunging the clearing into shadow. God, how had I stayed out so late? Time had slipped through my fingers.

His figure blocked everything behind him as he moved away from the ruins and walked closer to me. But my feet refused to retreat and take me away from him. Maybe it was a trick of the light, but his eyes gleamed faintly, this unnatural glow flickering in their depths.

“I’m going to go,” I whispered again.

“Come here, Clara.” His command was soft, but it carried the weight of something ancient, something that demanded obedience.

I found myself walking, almost floating, to this strange man who somehow knew my name. The way he spoke to me, commanded me, wrapped around my body in a seductive embrace. I couldn’t place him, had never seen him before, yet… he was familiar.

He leaned in, his face so close to mine I could feel his warm breath brush against my skin. My neck tingled, and I lifted my hand, touching the spot where I knew the bite mark was.

A sharp, sudden sound left me as I looked into his glowing eyes. “You,” I gasped. 

“Yes. Me,” he murmured, his voice low…dangerous.

I tried to get my legs to move, but it was too late. His hand shot out, catching my wrist as he pulled me close to him so my chest slammed against his.

The world tilted, the shadows swallowing me whole as he held me to him, his lips barely brushing mine as he murmured, “You’re mine, Clara. And I’ve waited long enough.”

And then he gripped my hair and tilted my head back. I felt his mouth feathering across my throat.

“I’ve been waiting ages for this…for you,” he growled, and then I felt him strike, sinking his teeth into the side of my neck.

And I didn’t fight it.


CHAPTER SIX
CLARA


Iwoke to the sound of crackling fire, the warmth of it brushing against my face. My eyes fluttered open, but I immediately squeezed them shut again. I didn’t know where I was or how I got here.

I opened my eyes again and blinked rapidly, but the world around me caused a sudden, sharp pain in my head.

However, I couldn’t pretend I was still dreaming. The rich scent of burning wood, the faint creaks coming from the distance, and the steady thrum of my own heartbeat in my ears made it impossible to ignore reality.

My neck started throbbing, reminding me why. I blinked, taking in the unfamiliar room.

It was old...like these stones had seen hundreds of years. That's the first thing I noticed. The stone walls were impossibly high. The firelight flickered along the jagged texture. The room was expansive yet suffocating, all in the same breath, and that made no sense.

I pushed up on the massive bed I was in the center of, and I swore the shadows pooled around me like an inky mess.

The room felt…alive.

I couldn’t place these stones, not consciously. The angles were wrong, the tapestries different… the air itself unfamiliar. Yet something inside me stirred with a strange, aching insistence.

Memory didn’t arrive as clear images but as impressions. I closed my eyes as the ghost of silk brushed my wrist and the faint aroma of lavender filled my nose. I felt the echo of a hand brushing the curve of my waist, even felt lips press to mine in a phantom kiss.

I remembered a shadow of… something. It grew deep in my bones that felt both terrible and heartbreakingly close.

But it wasn’t just the room that felt this way. It was this entire place. And as I stared at the stone walls, I wondered if I was in a castle. Whatever this place was, it was ancient.

I tried to focus on the cracking flames set in a massive fireplace. But I couldn't focus on anything because, a moment later, that familiar tingle on the back of my neck started again.

Because he was here. In this room. Watching me.

He stood by the large oak door, his focus on me, his hands clasped behind him. His frame seemed impossibly large, as the firelight barely reached him, but his presence was as commanding as it had been in the forest.

The light from the flames cast long shadows that flickered and danced around him, but even that glow felt dulled in his presence.

Because this man was intense in every single way.

I tried to move, but my limbs were heavy, my body sluggish. When I glanced down, I realized I was no longer wearing my original clothes. Instead, what covered me was a thicker shift that seemed so outdated that it was like it had been handstitched ages ago.

I picked at the material and noticed a drop of blood close to the collar, knowing it was from the bite mark on my throat that this man—this monster—gave me.

Panic bubbled in my chest as I looked at him again. But I swallowed my unease down. Not only had he undressed me to put this shift on me but he bit me like he was a damn…vampire.

“Where am I?” My voice came out shaky, and I cleared my throat, grabbing the blanket and pulling it toward my chest as if it were a shield. “Who are you? "

His eyes gleamed as he watched me from across the room. They still held that same unnatural glow I’d seen in the forest. “I’m Ivan Tepes, and you’re at home, Clara.” I felt my eyes widen, and he took a step closer. “You’re safe with me,” he said and held out his massive hands. He must have seen my distrust because he followed up with, “If I wanted to hurt you, you’d be hurt, Clara.” His voice was low and steady as he walked closer.

“I didn’t ask if I was safe,” I whispered back but cleared my throat again so my voice rose and showed my strength. 

His lips twitched into the faintest hint of a smile.

I knew I couldn't stay in this bed, so I kept the blanket tight to my chest and stood. The weight of the gown brushed against my legs and made me want to rip the garment from my body.

I grabbed the fabric and tugged it, my anger growing. “Where are my clothes?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he offered, “They were wet and dirty. For your comfort, I changed you into something else.”

I clenched my jaw as my fear was pushed to the background and my anger took control. Or maybe this was still my fear twisting? “Where am I?”

“My home.” He moved over to the fire and stoked it, his back to me. He was larger than life, literally, with broad shoulders and the muscles flexing and clenching beneath the light material of his shirt.

“Your home?” I shook my head even though he wasn’t looking at me. “You can’t just⁠—”

“I can.” His voice cut through my protest like a knife, slicing into me instantly. He turned to face me, only held still a second, and then was moving so swiftly I didn’t realize he was right in front of me until I felt his body heat and smelled the dark and intoxicating scent pouring off him.

“You were in my forest, Clara,” he continued, his tone softer now but no less commanding as he stared deep into my eyes.

His forest?

“Fate brought that moment to us. It was perfect timing. Kismet. So I took what was offered to me. And now… you’re here.”

The audacity of his words made my chest tighten, and my anger and fear were at war within me.

“This is kidnapping,” I said, my voice trembling and soft despite my attempt to sound strong.

“If it helps you to think of it that way,” he replied unbothered, his gaze moving over my face as if he was taking in every line and pore.

My head was tipped back so I could look up at him. The firelight cast his sharp features into a mix of shadows touched with intense golden hues.

God, I hated that he was impossibly handsome. Maybe I could hate him more if he was an ugly beast who’d taken me?

Because, truthfully, there was a cruelty in his beauty, and I hated that my body betrayed me by heating in all my intimate places, and softening, yearning for his touch.

“So what is it you want?” I whispered, clutching the edge of the blanket closer to my chest and up to my chin.

He didn’t answer, and for a moment, I thought I saw something flicker in the dark depths of his eyes—something softer, gentler.

But it was gone so fast that I may have imagined it.

“What do I want from you?” He threw the question back at me. His smile was slow and deliberate and dark in all the ways that made my heart race and my body heat. Sweat dripped down my spine. “I want it all, Clara. I want everything.”

His words crashed down on me, and I realized that fighting, screaming, or even pleading with him wouldn’t help. There would be no compromising with him, no begging my way out of this.

I was his prisoner because he wanted every single part of me.

Tears I hadn’t known I’d been holding on to spilled down my cheeks, but I tipped my chin up in defiance. He tracked those tears and, like a cobra striking, cupped the side of my face. His touch was filled with a warmth I should have hated.

He leaned forward, and my lips parted. And when he dragged his tongue over my cheek, lapping up my tears of rage and sadness and something far darker, I closed my eyes and shivered.

When he pulled back, I forced myself to look at him. I was panting. I was…ready for him.

And as his gaze held mine, that primal part of me—the same part that had kept me rooted in place in the forest—whispered that this was exactly where I was meant to be.

I. Was. His.


CHAPTER SEVEN
IVAN


The following day

The fire burned low, embers breathing out a soft red glow that painted the stones. Yet, its warmth could not quiet the hunger coiling inside me, could not melt the icy chill that settled in my bones centuries ago.

A hunger… for her.

I claimed every spare moment in this room, unwilling to be away from her even when she turned her back to me. Since I brought her here, Clara had wrapped herself in silence, each unspoken word striking like a dagger against my chest. Yet I endured it because distance was worse. I would rather suffer her hatred than the emptiness of her absence.

She refused what I offered—food, drink, and comfort. Her defiance was a blade sharp enough to cut me. But her stubbornness was an old song I knew well, one I had once loved her for in another life. Centuries ago she had looked at me the same way, chin tilted in defiance, eyes daring me to bend before she would. And just as then, I knew she would give in eventually. She had to. Clara was not foolish; she would not destroy herself just to wound me.

So I stayed, letting the minutes stretch like lifetimes, watching the rise and fall of her chest, the fragile peace of her sleeping face. I told myself I would leave soon, bring her a meal, grant her the illusion of space. But the truth was simpler, darker. I could not go. She was here, and she was mine, and the thought of letting her out of my sight even for an hour felt like tearing my own heart from my body.

The more time she spent here with me would stoke her memory of a time long ago, memories that were cloudy from age and a life spent in this modern world.

A day’s time had passed since I brought her to my home. Our home. She’d been sleeping for hours, and I’d stood here and watched her, hidden in the shadows and relishing that sweet Clara was here once more. Hundreds of years had passed… and she was finally back with me.

She stirred beneath the blanket, fragile in the massive bed, her throat marked where I had claimed her. Even swathed in the shift I had chosen, she seemed bare to me, exposed in ways she did not understand. 

Clara was mine. Because the instant my gaze fell upon her, time collapsed.

Her name hadn’t stayed the same. Her face was not identical. And time had altered destiny. The curve of her cheek was softer and the bow of her lips more pronounced. Her hair was paler in this life, longer, and had a wave to it.

But there were things that were still so familiar. Identical to my Mircalla. She smelled the same. And the way she smiled had my blood rushing because memories of her looking up at me with her lips tilted after I’d fucked her until she couldn’t walk was imprinted in my mind.

The recognition tore through me, unraveling the torment I had carried for lifetimes.

My heart had returned to me.

She looked at me as though I were a stranger, through eyes that had once lived another life. She had no memory of the way I used to touch her—how she’d press her mouth to mine, whisper the small sins and promises that belonged only to us. Right now, in this room, I was no one to her.

But to me… to me she was everything.

I closed my eyes and let the memory come like a wave crashing over me. I saw her as she had been in another life, another time. It had been winter, an unforgiving cold one that even the hottest fires in the hearth hadn’t been able to chase away. I remembered one of the last times I’d held her and felt the heat of her, the small curl of her nails in my skin when I buried myself between her legs. I remember the sound she made in my ear when she came. It had been raw and broken, and in that moment, no violence could ever touch us.

I’d lost her days later.

They told me at first it was nature. The truth was uglier and colder than any war I’d ever fought in. She’d been poisoned by a man I called a friend, a man whose stories of us fighting our enemies used to spill across my table and ignite cheer and laughter amongst all. For ten years, we’d fought back to back, bled, and schemed together.

But in the end, money and power were what he craved most. He’d crushed my Mircalla’s light in his palm because he wanted everything I had—my seat, my influence, the world I’d built.

I remembered that last night with my love. I’d held her as the color drained from her face and a coldness unlike anything I’d ever felt claimed her slight body. Even now, I still remembered the way her fingers had clutched mine as if to tether herself to the world. I still heard her begs and pleas not to leave this world—to leave me—filling my head.

In that moment, when she took her last breath, I’d cursed the gods until the syllables turned to acid on my tongue. I dressed her in the gown she’d worn when we wed and buried her in the field that bloomed with her favorite flowers in the spring. I’d dug her grave alone until my hands bled, sobbing uncontrollably while kneeling over the open earth.

Grief was a sword, plunging straight into my chest, splitting me open, and ripping the organ from me before setting it on fire. Revenge was an unfeeling bastard that took every endearing, happy memory a person had and turned it into a weapon.

For the next month, all I did was kill. All I saw was blood. I bathed in it, drank it, feasted on the violence and carnage I inflicted on anyone who had ever crossed me.

I couldn’t place the exact moment when I changed. Maybe it was because my soul was now black and the number of bodies slain in my name fell in the thousands. I let the change begin with a rumor in the darkened alleys of villages. I let them whisper about who and what I was. I grew stronger, darker, and more cruel because of it.

And every day I cursed no one god. I cursed them all. I took comfort in the dark arts, mystical magic, realms that were only told in tales. And when a hunger unlike anything else claimed me, I knew I was no longer human.

I wasn’t Prince Ivan any longer. I was a prince of darkness. I’d let the devil claim my soul, and happily given him everything I was.

In my broken, evil heart, I only wanted one thing. My true love to return. But there were things that controlled me. The thirst. It was more than blood. It was a hunger for the immediate, burning rush when life fled another’s veins and poured into mine. For centuries, the world condensed into one thing. Kill others in order to survive. It was beautiful and monstrous all in the same breath. Because my desire for blood raged war with reality.

Becoming immortal had been a gift, a promise of what I was waiting for. But over time, I realized it was not a gift or mercy at all. It was a curse. I had feared my wife would never come back to me. And all of this had been for nothing.

I shook my head and brought myself back to the present. When I looked at Clara, the sheets pulled up to her neck covering the bite and bruise I’d given her, marked her with, I didn’t see what she was in this moment.

I saw what she’d been. Who she truly was deep down. I saw the warmth I held in the winter. I saw her as mine. I had sworn I would find her again. And I had. Because here she was.

Eternity had been both cruel and merciful. A mercy in the form of Clara. But she didn’t remember me. A sword punched in my heart. As she slowly woke, I held my breath. When her focus landed on me, she clutched the blanket tighter, her eyes wide with confusion and rightful fear.

I watched her throat work around the ragged question she had not yet formed. I could have bent the world to get what I wanted. I’d done it for hundreds of years. I wanted to force her to remember every moment between us. But I didn’t want my one and only true love to fear me. I didn’t want to force anything on her.

Like I was by keeping her here against her will?

I ground my teeth at the unwanted thought.

Memory was a fragile blade. Pressing too hard would shatter whatever I could build with Clara. So, I closed the distance with caution I didn’t feel.

“Clara,” I said her name quietly, letting her name fall softly, like how I’d trailed silk over her perfect, naked body. I wanted her to first taste familiarity in my words, and secondly in my touch and kiss. “You’re safe.”

She didn’t flinch away from me. She only blinked, adjusted herself in bed, moving a little farther back. I wanted to use my hands to soothe and steady her, to ultimately claim her. But every moment with Clara required patience.

Her anger rose heavily in the air, the scent similar to drying paint. It made my blood rush, made me grow hard for the first time in my long, lonely existence. Her mouth tightened.

“This isn’t fate,” she finally said. “Stealing me, keeping me here, isn’t fate.”

I didn’t respond. It wouldn’t have helped my cause in this moment.

“You’re a crazy bastard, you know that?” She said that under her breath, like she’d meant to keep it to herself.

I chuckled, and she narrowed her eyes at me. “You’ve called me worse,” I said, and the memory of warmer arguments, of wine-induced laughter and skin against skin, slid across me like a ghost. A former lover. It softened me for a moment and then bit into the hollow left by her absence. “In time, you’ll know me again. You’ll remember. Of that, I’m certain.”

She pressed her fingertips to her throat where my teeth had been, her delicate digits ghosting the mark as if to remind herself this was real.

She curled in on herself, seeming smaller than any memory I had hoarded. An ancient tenderness I’d only ever shown to her rose within me. I almost bent to the bed and brushed a lock of hair from her face. I’d done it a thousand times when she’d been alive and was my wife.

I knew the moment she’d closed me out. The fight slowly ebbed, not from surrender but from the way fatigue settled into bones after a near drowning. I didn’t want her silence. I didn’t want her to block me out. But time was fragile. I’d waited lifetimes for this moment. She could take all the time she needed.

“I’ll leave you. Know you’re free to wander and explore.” She didn’t look at me. I hadn’t expected her not to acknowledge me, but I knew space was essential right now, so I gave it to her.

I left the room and stood outside her door and closed my eyes, reaching out with all my senses. Outside, the world pressed at the shutters. Somewhere beyond the forest edge, an animal moved. I heard it scurrying across the leaf-laden ground. Inside, the castle breathed a slow, ancient rhythm. It held my secrets in its tight fist.

There were things that needed to be said, truths and stories that she needed to be told. It was tales of poison coating a cup by a friend’s greedy hand. I would tell her all of it but never show her where I'd scattered the bones of the man who betrayed us. I’d never admit the evil I’d done after her death. Her fear of me was something that I’d never stand for.

But first, I wanted the memories that surfaced of us together to be happy, loving, passionate. I wanted her to remember the wine we’d drunk together while we curled next to each other under the furs and watched the flames eating the wood. I’d show her the portraits I’d had created of her each century, ones that captured her likeness and transformed them into those times. I’d sit and stare at them and imagine she’d been there with me as they’d been painted by the artist.

I’d let those little whispers press at the edges of her memory while she connected them together until it all made sense.

My hunger lay coiled and patient, rising only when I knew I had to feed.

Tomorrow, I’d start the slow process of breaking down the centuries that had separated Clara and I.


CHAPTER EIGHT
CLARA


Ididn’t know how long I stood there, staring out the window, asking myself for the hundredth time how I got here. But I knew nothing could shield me from this situation. Because I knew it was inevitable.

Days had seemed to pass seamlessly, yet I couldn’t be sure how long I’d been here. I’d given him my silence, refusing to acknowledge Ivan. I ate and drank because I knew I needed my strength for when I ran. And I would.

Even days later, I still heard Ivan’s words echoing in my head.

“I want it all, Clara. I want everything.”

I closed my eyes and breathed out slowly, trying to gather my composure and thoughts and figure out what my next step would be. There was a knock on the door, and I straightened my spine, breathed out slowly, and said nothing. A moment later, he pushed the door open and stepped inside.

I hated how good he looked.

I swallowed past the thick knot in my throat when his gaze met mine. All I felt was the slow, terrifying reminder of my situation and that this man wasn't human. And there was nothing I could do about it.

The silence between us stretched, thick as the stone walls caging me in. And the only sounds I heard were the distant whistle of the wind banging against the structure and a wolf far too close for comfort.

Be strong. I turned my focus away from him to stare back out the window. There was a slight shift in the air, just a millisecond of chill along my cheek. I glanced to where Ivan had been standing by the door and gasped. He was right in front of me once more.

Ivan’s broad, impossibly powerful frame blocked out the mantel and the fire behind him. And the way he looked at me—the way he drank me in—told me this male was thirsty. He was hungry…for me.

I took a step to the side, and his lips curved, a slow, predatory smile that sent a shudder through me. But if I was being honest, that shiver had nothing to do with being afraid or intimidated by him. I stepped away from Ivan for my own sanity because being so close and feeling his body, smelling his potent, masculine aroma, aroused me.

“Where do you think you’re going?” His voice was a deep, deadly caress, deceptively soft because I knew the demon who lay in wait beneath the surface.

I didn’t answer. Couldn’t. I didn’t know where I was going.

He lowered his head slightly, his glowing, ethereal eyes still locked on me and making my heart race. And then he inhaled. Deeply. Slowly. His nostrils flared ever so slightly with that breath.

“You’re angry. Slightly afraid.” He moved a step closer, and I moved one back. “But do you know what I smell most of all?”

I took another step back until the wall right beside the door stopped my retreat.

“You’re aroused.” He didn’t sound human any longer, this primal force vibrating throughout the entire room and my body. 

My breath was uneven, coming in shallow pants, and I hated how he could hear it, how he could scent everything that was happening in my body. I was humiliated and ashamed that he could smell my arousal. 

“You’re shaking,” he murmured, now right in front of me again. “Lie to me and say that if I placed my hand between your thighs, I wouldn’t feel how wet you are.”

I should have fought him, hit and scratched and caused him pain. But I was frozen in place, my throat so tight I couldn't get a word out.

I licked my lips, and his gaze flicked down, tracking the motion.

“You disgust me,” I said on a hushed tone, those words the first ones I’d spoken to him in days.

He smirked. “You’re a beautiful liar.” His fingers reached out, brushing against my arm, and despite myself, I gasped at the sensation as heat bloomed deep within me.

“You’re trembling,” he continued, his voice a dark whisper as he grabbed the blanket and dragged it from me to toss across the room. “But not just from fear, is it?”

My nails dug into my palms. I had to break free from this moment, from him. “You’re insane if you think I’d ever want this…you.” My voice trembled. I hated that I couldn’t hold my tongue.

Although his expression was stoic, I saw amusement flickering across his inhuman features. “But you do want it, Clara. I can smell how aroused you are right now.” He leaned in, so close I could feel his breath against my cheek, cool and oddly sweet. “But at the end of this, the only thing that matters is that you accept your fate.”

I exhaled sharply, my pulse roaring in my ears. My body was betraying me, responding in ways that made no sense, ways that horrified me. Right? It terrified me that I was turned on by him?

And when this rush of strength and rage filled me, I reached out and shoved against his chest, expecting him to be immovable, but he took a slow, measured step back. Ivan allowed it.

He studied me for a long moment, the weight of his gaze unbearable. Then, finally, he said, “I want you, Clara. In every way a man can have a woman.”

The words stole the breath from my lungs, setting my entire body ablaze. My fingers curled into the fabric of the shift, my heart slamming against my ribs. “You’re not a man.”

He smirked but didn’t respond.

“I don’t belong to you.” I forced the words out, hating how they sounded unconvinced.

His smirk turned into a full-blown smile, dark and knowing.

My stomach twisted, and I turned my head, unable to bear the intensity of his gaze any longer. My throat was dry, my mind spiraling with a thousand thoughts, all of them leading to the same inevitable conclusion.

The life I once knew was over, but what did that truly mean? The most frightening thing of all was that Ivan would take his time, knowing I’d break eventually, and he’d get what he wanted.

I turned my head, catching sight of the mirror to my side. My breath hitched.

I stared at Ivan’s imposing frame. And God...his reflection had me covering my mouth with my hand as pure terror rippled through me. His reflection showed sharp bones covered by skin that was almost translucent in the dim firelight. And when he cocked his head to the side and caught my gaze with his in the mirror, his black eyes were hollow.

And his mouth…his mouth couldn't close fully because his teeth were jagged, grotesquely large, something created to consume. He grinned, showing me those horrendous fangs, and I felt a tear slide down my cheek.

I lowered my focus to his hands, ones that were clawed, unnatural, and monstrous. And although he hadn’t moved yet in the mirror, he seemed like he was closer to me, his body pressing to mine like some optical illusion.

I turned back to face him, but he was still steps away from me despite what the reflection showed.

“What do you see, puiul meu?” he murmured.

“A monster,” I whispered.

I didn't want to admit—not to myself nor out loud—that the biggest part of me wanted him.


CHAPTER NINE
CLARA


The word still echoed in my ears long after they had left my lips.

Monster.

I should have felt safer for saying it out loud, like naming the thing that haunted me would strip away its power. But all my whispering did was thicken the air between us. 

The word—the truth—seemed to seep into the walls themselves, swallowed and repeated back in silence.

Though I had seen him—seen the reality of his true identity, his claws and teeth made for nothing but rending—I couldn’t deny I didn’t feel the type of terror I should.

And then there was something else—this pull. This molten throb in my body. A demon from nightmares stood before me, yet every nerve inside me ached for him like he was the only thing left on earth I needed.

That was what terrified me.

Ivan didn’t react to my accusation. In fact, the corner of his mouth curved faintly, an expression that wasn’t quite a smile. His head cocked slightly, the same gesture I’d seen reflected, but here in the flesh, it was slower, deliberate, almost curious.

“You see clearly, then,” he murmured. “I wondered how long it would take.”

The sound of his voice—too smooth, too deep—crawled down my spine and left me trembling. I forced myself to straighten my shoulders and tilt my chin up, though my legs shook.

“You’re… you’re a monster,” I said again, my voice holding more weight to it.

His dark eyes glinted, unreadable in the fire's glow. “You think naming me gives you power.”

“Doesn’t it?” I asked, though even to my ears, it sounded thin.

His smile widened then, revealing a hint of sharp white teeth that belonged to the reflection more than to the man. “No, Clara. It only makes you mine differently.”

I swallowed hard. My throat was so tight the next words almost broke on their way out. “What do you want? Like, what do you really want?”

His gaze raked me slowly, deliberately, and though I hated myself for it, my body warmed even more beneath the weight of his attention. He didn’t need to touch me to strip me bare, I realized, disgusted with myself.

“You already know. You can feel it.”

He wanted me. But for what? I rocked my head, desperate for denial, for something solid to cling to.

Although I looked at the man before me, his monstrous visage stayed rooted in my mind.

I spun away from him and crossed the room, desperate to put space between us. My bare feet slapped the stone, but no matter how far I moved, the oppressive sense of him filled the chamber.

“Stay away from me,” I hissed, my voice breaking, betraying how close I was to sobbing.

“From you?” he said softly, behind me now, though I hadn’t heard him move. “You think I will?” he growled. “You think I could?”

I spun, trying to keep him in front of me, my heart pounding against my ribs. The fire painted shadows across his face, ones that hinted at the demonic visage beneath, the evil I’d seen in the mirror. My chest ached with something I didn’t understand.

I retreated until my back met cold stone. The impact jarred me but also grounded me. I pressed my palms flat to the wall at my sides. “You can terrorize me all you want,” I whispered, my breath shaking, “but I’ll never be what you want. I’ll never be yours.”

Ivan’s expression was one of certainty. “My little one,” he crooned, and the tone of his voice struck something deep inside of me. “You’ve always belonged to me. You just didn’t realize it.”

I bit back the sharp retort on my tongue. I didn’t want to anger him. I didn’t know what he was capable of. He stepped forward, slowly, purposefully, until the space between us hummed with his presence. My body betrayed me again, shivering not with fear or from the cold stone I was pressed against but with an arousal that disgusted me.

He inhaled deeply, nostrils flaring as if to savor the scent of my shame. Oh, God… Ivan could smell what he did to me.

“There it is,” he whispered. “The truth you try to hide.” He smirked. I hated how handsome he was. “You can lie with your lips, but your body will always betray you.”

My face felt like it was on fire, and I turned my head to the side, desperate not to meet his gaze. It was powerful. But he caught my chin with a thumb and forefinger, his touch both gentle and unyielding. Ivan tilted my face back toward his, and I saw again, over his shoulder, the reflection of his true self overlaying his beauty. Both the man and the monster. Each wanting every part of me.

A tear slid down my cheek before I realized it had happened. He leaned closer, lips brushing just beside my ear, his breath raising the hairs on my neck. Ivan licked that salty drop from my skin. “Cry if you must. And fight me if that’s what you need to feel in control. But I won’t let you go, not now that I finally have you here, Clara.”

The words sank into me, heavy as cement. And yet when he let go of my chin, I felt a sudden chill, and my knees almost buckled from his absence. He stepped back then, granting me the distance I so desperately needed.

Ivan moved to the fire, standing tall against its light. For a moment, he looked every inch a man. Broad shoulders outlined in the firelight glow, a wide, powerful back that tapered down to a masculine waist, and his hand braced against the mantel as if deep in thought.

But I knew the truth now. His reflection had shown me what lay beneath. I wanted to say this was a dream. I wanted to say that monsters, demons, or the very devil himself were not real, but I’d seen the truth reflected at me. Literally.

Of course, I’d heard superstitious stories from my grandmother. Vampires. Evil spirits. She believed in the unbelievable.

I’d seen countless Dracula movies, but they never seemed real. I’d never given them much thought.

Until now.

“Rest,” he said at last, his tone no longer sharp but low and deep. “I’ll have something brought for you to eat.” He didn’t wait for my response. He moved toward the door, the shadows bending and shifting with him, as if they were afraid of the power he wielded.

Before I could summon the courage to speak, he was gone, the large oak door closing with a soft, final thud. The silence afterward suffocated me.

I stumbled to the bed and sank onto it, burying my face in my hands. My pulse still thundered, my skin damp with sweat. I wanted to scream, but what would be the point? No one would hear. And even if they did, no one would come to save me.

I let myself lie back, staring at the thick and intricately embroidered canopy overhead. Every part of me ached with the truth of what he’d said. Declared.

He was a monster who’d claimed me as his. But… that made me more curious than it ever should have. The admission made me nauseous.

A short time later, he’d brought me homemade soup, bread, and water. But I had no appetite and left it untouched.

At some point, exhaustion dragged me into sleep, and I curled into myself and dreamt of sharp teeth sinking into my throat, of blood pouring over me and covering his mouth, and of the arousal that followed, making me wet.

I woke with a scream, gasping, my thighs pressed together tightly, my body hot with shame. I wanted to scrub myself raw, to wash away the desire I felt. But I sat in silence and stared at the closed door, waiting for him to return.

Because I knew he would.


CHAPTER TEN
CLARA


Days blurred together. By now, my family would be worried about me. The gallery would notice my absence. People would surely be searching for me now.

The light creeping through the shutters and thick curtains was faint, pale, like the sun was trying to wring out a semblance of light.

It cut through the room, making it feel oppressive and heavy. Even in daylight, the castle didn’t feel alive.

I didn’t feel like myself. None of this felt right. The room smelled faintly of smoke and age but not the kind that stung the nose. It was of an age reminiscent of wealth and knowledge, like you could learn from.

I sat up slowly, the shift clinging to my skin. I hated knowing he’d changed me into it while I’d been sleeping, but another part of me, something dark and somewhat uninhibited, felt otherwise. Something I didn’t want to think too deeply about.

My throat throbbed, tender where his mouth had been. Every time my hand crept up to touch the bite, I jerked it away again. As if refusing to acknowledge it could erase the proof. Instead, I touched my cheeks, my skin warm, no doubt flushed.

Because I knew what was there. A mark. His. Although it should have been healing by now, it still felt so fresh, so tender.

The fire in the hearth had died down to dull embers, and a chill settled in my bones. Shadows huddled together in the corners, taunting that they belonged here more than I did. I felt like the walls loomed over me. It made me realize how small I was compared to the heart of this place.

I wanted out. I got up, found my clothes—freshly laundered and folded on a small chair by the mantel—and dressed. When I walked to the bedroom door, I told myself he wouldn’t leave it unlocked. But maybe…

The floor was icy under my bare feet as I crossed the chamber. The bastard could’ve at least left my damn socks. My fingers hovered before I touched the iron handle. Cold, slick, heavy. I pressed the latch down, holding my breath, and the door gave with only a whisper of sound.

And when it opened, that single truth set my pulse racing. I told myself not to be foolish, not to hope. He wanted me to notice. He wanted me to test the boundaries, to remind me this was still his world no matter what I touched.

The corridor stretched in both directions, long and hushed, lined with faded tapestries and warped paintings. I slipped out and closed the door behind me, leaning against it for just a second. My chest heaved. I wasn’t free—I knew that—but the smallest act of opening the door made me feel like I’d stolen something back.

I moved carefully. The air out here was cooler, damp, and laced with the scent of candle wax and wood polish. The intricately embroidered and designed tapestries hung on their hooks, their colors leached out by time. Shapes of hunts and battles blurred into faint smears. 

The paintings were no better—portraits of men and women whose eyes had dulled to shadows. They watched as I crept forward, reminding me I didn’t belong but that I couldn’t leave.

Every step felt too loud.

The hall bent sharply and spilled into a long gallery. Tall windows let in pale light, fractured by stained glass depicting battles and wild animals. I moved up and peered out from parts of clear glass.

The forest pressed close. There were endless green trees full of life on the horizon. I’d grown up in cities, where sound never stopped. Here, the silence pressed its weight against me.

Could I run? Escape this fortress? Could I push through those endless trees and make it back to the village, back to a phone and people and help? My heart battered against my ribs. The thought of it filled me with wild hope and suffocating dread all at once.

“You’re wondering how far you can run before I catch you?” His voice. Low. Smooth. And right behind me.

My body jolted, breath tearing from my lungs as I spun around to face him. There he was at the far end of the hallway, his size filling the grand space and somehow making it seem tiny. Ivan didn’t walk like a man. He moved like he was used to everyone and everything giving in to him.

“You left the door unlocked,” I said, the words tumbling out harshly, shakily.

“I wanted you to see.” He came closer, silent, deliberate. “That although I can’t let you leave, you’re not a prisoner.”

I scoffed and crossed my arms. “Not being able to leave does, in fact, mean I’m a prisoner,” I snapped, backing up a step.

His mouth tilted, but it wasn’t kindness or softness. The way he held himself—calm, collected, and intelligent—landed harder than any threat.

I hated that my gaze slid down his body. The impossible breadth of his shoulders, the corded muscle beneath his shirt, the way he made the hallway feel like it had been built around him… for him.

His presence pressed on me, more suffocating than a lack of air.

“I don’t want to be here.” My voice cracked, but I forced the words out.

“I know.” His gaze pinned me in place. “But in time, you’ll see you do want to be here.” He gestured forward, and I followed.

I hated myself for obeying, but my legs moved on their own accord. He led me down the hallway and turned the corner. I was silent as we went into a library that smelled of smoke, leather, and parchment. The air was thick with age. Books filled every wall, stacked high and neatly organized in dark shelves that went from floor to ceiling.

Many of the spines were cracked, dyed in every color imaginable, and faded from sunlight and time.

“You’re hungry.” His voice skimmed the air, brushing over my skin. His gaze flicked briefly to my throat.

Instinctively, I touched my neck before wrapping my arms around my waist. “I’m fine.”

My belly growled, proving I was a liar, and my skin prickled, heat rising low in my core.

The way Ivan looked at me—like I was someone special but at the same time like I was also his prey—made me tremble. I wanted to hate it. I wanted to hate him. But I couldn’t stop the ache blooming between my thighs.

“Why me?” I whispered.

His lips curved faintly, and God, even that hint of a smile made my knees weak. “Because I’ve waited for you, Clara. Long before you walked into my domain, I’ve been waiting for you.”

My heart thrashed, and my breath was quick and shallow, but I held my ground, refusing to back down from him… again.

His head tilted, his gaze burning into me. “I’ve been alone for so long I forget how terrifying the truth can be. I’ve been waiting for you for centuries, Clara. The idea of you, the way you make me feel, the way you look at me. All of it. It’s been mine for so long, I know nothing else.”

The honesty in his tone cut deeper than any threat.

I should’ve run. Screamed. Thrown something at Ivan. Instead, I stood there, caught between terror and the pull I couldn’t explain.

He stepped back finally, giving me space I didn’t ask for verbally but one I needed. “Eat, rest, and explore. But remember this, Clara. If you run, I will follow, and I will find you.”

His words landed like a vow. When he left, I exhaled.

My knees nearly gave, and I backed up against a bookcase and slid down it, burying my face in my hands. I should have wanted nothing more than escape.

Then why was I sitting here wondering what exactly Ivan wanted to do to me, and why was my body heating at the very images slamming into my head?


CHAPTER ELEVEN
CLARA


Ishould’ve hated him.

Every instinct screamed that I should despise this place. Despise him. I should have wanted to carve out the mark on my throat that burned like ownership.

But when the library door shut behind him and I was left alone, the silence didn’t feel like victory. It felt like an absence, like the weight of his presence had imprinted itself into the very walls—and on me. 

I couldn’t shake the unease of his absence no matter how much air I dragged into my lungs. I pressed my hand flatter to the bookcase, grounding myself in the ridges of books lining the shelf and their cracked leather.

My body still trembled, though not from fear alone. Heat pulsed low. I knew it was shameful and wrong, but I couldn’t stop replaying the way his eyes had burned into me when he said I was what he’d been waiting for. 

Centuries. Ivan said he’d been waiting for me for hundreds of years. So long that loneliness had nearly driven him to the brink of madness.

I wanted to leave. I wanted to. I thought of my family. The ache of missing them was stronger than it had ever been. I could hear my mother’s soft voice on the phone and silently laughed at the memory of my father’s terrible jokes. I even yearned to hear my grandparents reminiscing of their time long ago in a faraway land.

God, I could almost hear them, smell the fresh lemon and garlic in the kitchen, and feel the warmth of home.

And here? Stone walls and shadows. Darkness and solitude. I was trapped with a man who wasn’t a man at all. Not anymore.

He was a monster, a myth, and he claimed me like I was fate itself.

And when I squeezed my eyes, I hated that a part of me believed him.

The castle breathed around me, a living entity that was vast and watchful. I felt time surround me, years and decades of time, trying to consume it. I pushed off the bookcase, left the library, and wandered the curling corridors until I found another room made of glass walls.

Light filtered in the solarium, and the stained glass stretched high, letting streaks of color inside that painted the floor with rainbows. I looked out the windows, searching the forest beyond.

Freedom was right there. If I could only slip out, vanish past those endless trees, maybe—just maybe—I could make it back to the village. To people. To safety.

My chest rose and fell in a frantic rhythm at the thought. Hope was wild and dangerous, but it was mine.

“You’re thinking of leaving again.”

His voice froze me.

I turned, pulse hammering. Ivan emerged from the shadows as if he’d been part of them all along. His shirt clung to the carved lines of his body; his dark eyes glowed faintly, catching the pale light. He was monstrously beautiful.

He looked every inch the predator I knew he was, and yet his steps were patient, measured. Careful.

“I miss my family,” I snapped, though the crack in my voice betrayed me. “I don’t belong here.”

He closed the distance between us with unhurried certainty until his presence pressed against me like another wall. “You belong here more than anywhere else.”

His hand rose, knuckles grazing the line of my jaw with such unbearable gentleness that I flinched anyway.

“And your family—” His gaze dropped to my mouth. “They could never give you what I will. I’m your family.”

He reached out, his touch searing me, and my body betrayed me, arching, leaning toward the very thing I swore I didn’t want.

“I don’t want you.” The words burst out, brittle, desperate but lacking any heat.

A cruel laugh came from him, the kind that said he knew too much. He bent until his lips hovered at my ear and whispered, “Then why does your heart beat so fast for me, sweet girl?”

Heat rushed through me, a pulse I couldn’t disguise. My thighs clenched, my breath hitched.

Ivan inhaled, growling low and satisfied, like he was drinking in the scent of my arousal. “Your mind doesn’t remember me, but your body does.” His hand drifted lower, hovering just above my pussy, never quite touching. “I’d worship you in ways no mortal man ever could. You feel it, don’t you? This bond that neither of us can deny.”

I bit down on my lip until I tasted blood, that coppery flavor that hit my taste buds unpleasantly. I held on to the sharp sting, something solid to cling to.

Ivan was so close that when he leaned in, I felt awe, trapped between the hard expanse of his body and the window behind me.

I was frozen in place, my muscles tight when I felt his lips brush the barest whisper over my throat, skimming the mark where he’d bitten me days ago. But then reality crashed into me, and I gasped, my hands flattening against his chest. I didn’t push him away, even though I should have.

The air thickened between us, charged and electric. I wanted to scream. I wanted to shove him. I wanted to sink into him until I forgot every reason I should run.

His mouth hovered there, not quite touching, but his hunger was tangible. “Say you don’t want me again,” he murmured. “Lie to me and yourself.”

I glanced down slightly to see his hands curled into tight fists, his knuckles white, his forearms tensed so much his muscles stood out.

I should have cursed him, told him to fuck off. God, I should have. But the words snagged in my throat, tangled in the heat pooling between my thighs.

Ivan pulled back just enough for me to see the dark hunger carved into every line of his face. His pupils glowed an eerie white, burning with possession. Obsession.

For me.

“I’ve been alone so long I forget how terrifying the truth can be,” he said, his voice hard as stone. “I forgot how to be a gentleman and to take things slowly. But I’ve been waiting for you for such a long time, Clara. The idea of you. The promise of you. And now that you are here, I find it hard to control even my base urges.”

The vow settled into me, heavy and final. I trembled with something I didn’t want to name. When Ivan stepped back then, I didn’t feel relief, and I sure as hell didn’t dig deeper to find out what exactly I was feeling.

His gaze caught on my lips, my throat, and finally on the trembling of my hands. “So sweet,” he murmured. “So pretty.” He left me with that, his shadow dissolving into the darkness of the corridor until the silence pressed back in.

Why was my body still burning, my mind still conjuring the feel of his mouth on my skin and picturing the rough whisper of his voice promising forever?

And why the hell was I trembling with need instead of fear?


CHAPTER TWELVE
CLARA


Sleep didn’t come after he left me in the solarium. The corridor outside of it was cold enough that the hairs on my arms lifted. I wrapped my arms around myself and moved, testing each step before I gave it weight. 

I didn’t know the castle’s layout beyond the few grand rooms I’d visited in my exploration, but I just moved because, right now, that’s all I could do.

I found myself in a hallway I hadn’t seen before. I instantly smelled something that made my nose tingle. Metal. The metallic note that lives at the back of the throat, like I’d been sucking on a penny. I tasted it before I understood it.

Every breath scraped my throat. My pulse felt too loud in my ears. I kept hearing Ivan’s voice, that low vow, like a blade dragged across a stone, “I’ve been waiting for you for centuries.”

The castle shifted around me. The light had bled away, and night had flooded every inch of this ancient castle. I told myself to stay where I was. But I knew I couldn’t hide; I could barricade myself in somewhere and hope it kept out a supernatural creature.

I should have left. I should have run back to my room and locked myself in and screamed until the walls shook. Instead, I followed the scent until it intensified and I was in front of a door. I touched the handle; the brass was chilled and unforgiving. 

A little voice told me to turn back. Instead, I pushed the door inward and found a shallow flight of stone steps, each tread worn into a soft crescent by centuries of feet. Before I could think better of it, I was descending. The air sharpened with that coppery scent with every step until my nose stung. 

The stairs spilled into a low, vaulted undercroft. Stone—cool and damp—rose in carved pillars to a ribbed ceiling, and a narrow runnel split the floor, carrying a ribbon of dark water toward a grated drain. The metallic tang hit me again. 

My stomach clenched. I could have lied to myself a hundred different ways, but the deeper I moved, the more impossible it was to deny. 

Blood.

The tunnel opened into a chamber, and I stopped short, shock skidding through me.

It took my brain a second to make sense of the shape on the stones—a deer, a stag, I thought—its antlers catching the candlelight that swayed and danced in this darkened crypt. It lay on its side, legs thrown awkwardly, chest not moving. I realized what this was… a visceral exhibition by a murderous artist on full, grisly display.

The ragged tear at the flank, the deep, obscene bite at the throat. I felt my eyes widen like saucers as I tore them away from the animal carcass. My gaze landed right on him.

Ivan stood in the corner, half-swallowed by shadow, head bowed, eyes glowing pale. He didn’t look… right. Instinct kicked, and I stepped back, knowing I was staring at the thing beneath the man— the monster I’d felt breathing behind the mirror of humanity.

The lower half of his face, chest, and his hands—those same hands that had held my face so gently—were slick to the wrists with something dark and glossy. I didn’t need color to know what it was. He was unsettlingly still. And entirely focused on me.

The sound he made barely qualified as sound. It was low, feral, and the kind of noise nightmares kept buried deep. It skated over my skin and tightened every muscle to fight or run. I pressed against the stone wall, heart thundering, a scream trapped behind my teeth. And yet, buried under the terror, something else stirred… an inexplicable certainty that I was not his prey. 

With him, I would not be harmed. Reality was louder.

Panic surged. He closed his eyes, forced himself deeper into the corner until darkness swallowed him whole. Then, after long, agonizing seconds ticked by, he stepped forward into the candlelight, and the air left my lungs.

The monstrous visage slipped, revealing the brutal beauty of the man. And still… all that blood. Heat flashed through me so hard it felt like lightning. His mouth was red, his teeth stained, the twin points of his canines leaving no doubt what he was and what he used them for. Blood slicked down his throat, coursing a trail over the huge muscles of chest and dripping lower over his defined abs before saturating the front of his pants.

Those teeth were made to tear, to latch on, to drink a body empty.

For a breath, we didn’t move, both caught in the same dark snare. The undercroft seemed to exhale with the weight of blood and stone, the cold air curling around me as if urging me to turn and flee.

His gaze never wavered from mine as he moved toward the stag and crouched beside it. He pressed one broad hand to its chest, fingers smoothing over the matted fur with a tenderness so at odds with the carnage that something inside me seized. His lips moved, a low murmur spilling from him—words I couldn’t decipher, yet they struck me with a strange familiarity.

I didn’t need to understand the language to know its meaning. Some quiet part of me recognized it, whispered the truth before my mind could catch up… he was thanking the creature for its life.

The cadence of his voice clawed at something buried deep inside me. I shouldn’t have recognized it, yet the sound threaded through me like an echo I’d once known. A shiver lifted the hairs along my arms, not of fear but of familiarity. It was as if I had heard that same tone whispered against my skin in another life, words meant only for me.

He didn’t hide what he was. He didn’t pretend. He simply wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, smearing the blood into a darker mask. When he spoke, his voice was steady, low—deeper than I’d ever heard it.

“In the beginning, I fed on humans,” he said. “For decades. For several hundreds of years, in fact. My enemies. The worst of humankind. It was the only mercy I allowed myself—not killing the innocent. I don’t even remember when I started feeding on animals. But this one…” He gestured to the stag. “He was dying at the edge of the property. He wouldn’t have seen dawn. I did him a mercy.”

I swallowed. The taste in my mouth went sour. “You don’t feed on humans?” The words felt absurd even as I spoke them. “You don’t kill them… anymore?”

“I feed when I must. I stopped killing a century ago.” He didn’t explain further, and I didn’t ask. I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer.

Silence bled into the stone room, chilling me from the inside out. The stag lay still, its black eyes glassy, a sadness clinging to it even in death. My hands felt stupid at my sides, and I dug my nails into my palms until crescent moons bit my skin.

“I didn’t mean to come down here,” I whispered. “I didn’t want to… see this.”

“I didn’t want you to,” he said evenly. “But it was inevitable. You needed to see—really see, Clara—what I am.”

My throat worked around a hard swallow. “Why? Why would you want me to see this?”

For a heartbeat, he said nothing. Then, softly, Ivan murmured, “Because you’re mine. And the devil has already claimed you, Clara. I’m a predator, but I would never hurt you. I wouldn’t let anyone get close enough to try.”

He stepped away from the carcass toward a stone basin sunk into the wall that I hadn’t even noticed before. I stood frozen, watching as he dipped his hands into the water and clouded it dark, washing the gore from his skin. When he finished, he used his discarded shirt to wipe his mouth.

It looked like a ritual—obscene and deliberate all at once. When Ivan turned back, the monster wasn’t gone. It was simply contained, as if he’d drawn a curtain over it for my sake.

“You’re scared,” he said quietly. “Angry.” It wasn’t a question. His voice had softened just enough to ease the sharp edge of my fear.

“I’m—” My throat worked around the word. I stared down, sifting for something solid, telling myself over and over I would not be a prisoner, I would not be a victim. I was disgusted. Terrified. And yet, I felt something else deep down in my soul.

I was hypnotized by the sight of him. Horrified by the heat crawling through my veins.

And then it hit me so fast I thought I’d lost my balance. A memory. Not whole. Not clear. It was just a fragment. It was like cold air slapping against me. The smell of iron and wood smoke. A hand—Ivan’s hand—smoothing my hair back as he whispered against my ear. The tone was low and desperate. I knew the words were spoken out of love.

As fast as the memory came, it was gone.

“I don’t know why,” I said finally, my voice thin, “but part of me feels like I’ve seen this before. Like I’ve been here before. I don’t understand it. I just… knew something was coming.”

“I should be grateful,” he finally said, voice low enough to echo off the stone. “That a part of you remembers some things.”

“Don’t twist this,” I snapped, breath shaking. “I’m not⁠—”

“Accepting this,” he finished softly. “No. You aren’t. But you came here anyway. This door isn’t on the main corridor. Your feet—your memory—found it.” His head tilted slightly, studying me in that unsettling way of his, as if he could hear my thoughts before I formed them.

A shiver rippled through me as an image rose. A lantern swung from a hook where the basin now stood, the undercroft lit not by moonlight but by flickering gold. My fingers curled against my palms as another memory—no, a feeling—bloomed. Laughter echoed off these same stones. Warm bread shared on the steps. His hand steadying mine as we traced the carvings on a pillar, reading their meaning aloud like we were telling bedtime stories.

The ghost of it passed through me as sharp as the first rays of sun touching the land for the first time. It left me dizzy. This was not just a crypt or a hiding place where he fed. Once, it had been a refuge. A place we’d come to escape the world, where just the two of us could speak freely with no one hearing. 

My skin prickled at those memories. Ones I didn’t understand. Ones that confused and terrified me.

“I know what you are.” My throat burned. “I see it clearly. I see everything.”

“Yes,” he said. “And you’re still here.”

The words cut deep. I wasn’t still here because I wanted to be. I was here because he kept me, because stone walls and locked doors made sure of it. Yet, something traitorous inside me twisted, whispering that there was more to it than chains or corridors.

I realized I’d felt almost safe—in the bedchamber, the library, the glass-lit solarium. But down here… there was no softness. The undercroft was raw, stained with decades of blood, smelling of death that was so thick it was an unmistakable odor.

“I won’t pretend,” he said, almost lightly, “that I didn’t enjoy it. Feeding. There is pleasure in surviving. But it’s a necessity. I won’t dress it in finer clothes to make you more comfortable. This is what I am.”

I shook my head because it gave me something to do. My palms ached from digging my nails into them. I forced them to loosen, then wrapped my arms tight around myself. “You wanted me to see this,” I said, my voice breaking smaller than I intended.

“Eventually, yes, you needed to see what I am. But I didn’t bring you here,” he said. “You came of your own accord.”

Heat flushed through me so fast I thought I’d be sick. Shame burned, and I clutched it because it was easier than facing the other thing clawing through me. He noticed. Of course he noticed.

We stood in silence long enough for the bite on my neck to throb, a reminder that he’d fed from me, too. My fingers went there on instinct. The heat that answered my touch made me furious.

At him, and especially at my body for betraying me. “I should go back,” I whispered. “I⁠—”

“You should.” He stepped back a single inch, enough to shift the air between us. “Get some rest. Tomorrow”—the word sounded like both a promise and threat—“we’ll talk.”

I swallowed hard, wanting to argue, to demand answers. My gaze caught on the clean line of his jaw, the faint smear of blood at the corner of his mouth.

The woman I had been before all this would have recoiled.

The woman I was now wanted to reach up and wipe the blood away with her thumb.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CLARA


The castle breathed like a living thing. If I closed my eyes and focused, I could almost hear it speaking to me. There was an endless hush of stone and memories… ones that felt familiar but foreign all in the same breath.

Even in silence, it pressed down heavily enough to make my skin prickle.

I had spent the day barricaded in my room, refusing to leave after what I’d seen in the undercroft. The animal. The blood. Ivan’s hands slick to the wrist, his face unmasked at last. Terror and curiosity still wrestled in my chest.

I should have been exhausted. Instead, sleep eluded me. I tossed and turned under the weight of the castle’s oppressiveness, staring at the fire until its crackle turned to static in my head. When I couldn’t bear it anymore, I rose.

I didn’t go far, just to the heavy chair by the window, wrapping myself tighter in a blanket. My bare feet were curled under me, the cold stone floor enough to cause my whole body to shake from the chill. 

Moonlight slanted in through the window, the light pale and bruised. The blanket didn’t help. The coldness of the castle went to its very bones. I brought the blanket to my nose and inhaled. I couldn’t deny the fabric held Ivan’s scent.

My fingers drifted along the edge of the chair. Restless. Frustrated. It had been days, but I didn’t know how many. I couldn’t tell. Time blurred here, hours bleeding into one another until even light and dark felt the same.

I hadn’t spoken to my family. No one knew if I was alive. I pictured both my grandparents’ faces, my mother’s anxious texts, the way panic would hollow them out. They’d have called the police by now. They’d be frantic.

But I knew they’d never find me. Not here. This place wasn’t just a home; it was a fortress built to keep the world out.

To keep me in.

I wanted to scream, wanted to hurl something until glass shattered and stone cracked. I missed them. God, I missed my family. A soft sound broke the air, and I stiffened. My heart kicked once, hard.

“You’re thinking of your family.”

His voice came from the doorway, low and steady, like he’d been standing there for hours, waiting. I turned, breath sharp. Ivan stood half in shadow, half in firelight, the contrast making him seem unreal. 

A man, yes, but more… always more. His hair had fallen loose across his forehead, and his shirt hung unbuttoned at the throat, revealing a line of pale skin I hated myself for noticing.

“You want your family,” he whispered, not a question.

“Stay out of my head,” I snapped, though the words trembled.

“I don’t need to read your mind.” He pushed off the doorframe and stepped into the room, his presence filling it without effort. “It’s written all over your face like a book.”

He clasped his hands behind his back as he advanced closer, measured and patient. I held my ground even as my pulse betrayed me.

“The way it beats at the base of your throat,” he went on. “The look in your eyes. The way your body carries grief… it’s too heavy to hide.”

I wrapped my arms around myself, keeping the blanket snug around my body like a shield. “I just want them to know I’m alive. That I haven’t disappeared.” My voice cracked. “Do you have any idea what that would do to them? To my mother?”

Something flickered across his expression. Pity maybe, but it looked wrong on him. In fact, his expression was almost one of anger. Not directed at me but for me. Like the idea of me being upset unsettled him more than he’d ever admit.

“I know,” he said finally, and the simplicity of it startled me. “I know what it’s like to lose everything and be left with only silence. I won’t have you suffer the same wound. Not when I can spare you.”

My breath caught. “What are you saying?”

He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a phone. Not sleek or modern like the one that had vanished from my bag but old and sturdy. A flip phone with no internet, no GPS.

I took it before I realized what I was doing. It felt substantial, solid in a way that made my stomach twist. My fingers curled around it, trembling.

“I will allow you to speak with them,” he said at last, his voice low enough to vibrate against the stone. “A brief call. Tell them you’re safe. That you’re away. Nothing more.”

I stared at the phone as if it were an artifact dredged from the earth. “You’d trust me with that?”

A faint, humorless smile curved his mouth. “You could beg into that machine until your throat bled, Clara, but no one would reach you here. I give you this not because you can betray me but because I don’t want you to fear me. I want you to know you’re not a prisoner.”

His words should have chilled me. Instead, heat spread through me. Anger and relief tangled into something else entirely. The phone was warm in my palm, and felt impossibly heavy for its size. My thumb hovered over the buttons, useless. What would I say? That I was safe? That I was alive? That I was a prisoner in a story no one would believe?

My hands shook. Finally, I dialed my mother’s number. When the line clicked alive, her voice cracked through the static, frantic and breathless. “Mom.”

“Clara?” My mother’s voice hit like a knife. Raw, hoarse, broken. “Oh my God, Clara, where are you? Are you hurt? We thought—” Her breath hitched. “We thought something terrible had happened.”

Tears blurred my vision instantly. “Mom, no. I’m okay.”

“You’re okay?” Her voice cracked on the word. “You vanished without a word, your phone is off, and the police found your car abandoned near the trailhead. Clara, where are you? Please, just tell me something.”

“Don’t worry, Mom.” My throat tightened until it hurt to breathe. “Please—just listen to me, okay? I’m safe. I promise. I’m… with someone I trust.”

Across the room, Ivan stood near the fire, the flames painting his face in gold and shadow. His expression didn’t change, but the weight of his stare anchored me in place.

“Someone?” she echoed, soft and confused. “Who? Clara, what are you talking about? Are you with Laszlo? He called us and said he gone out to see you, and the two of you spent a little time together, but he hasn’t been able to get a hold of you for days.”

My pulse stumbled. “No, I’m not with Laszlo,” I blurted. “I… met someone new. Things just got complicated. I guess time got away from me. I’ve been overwhelmed with everything. I just needed to step back for a bit.”

There was silence, the kind that felt like standing at the edge of a cliff, waiting for the ground to give way. Then my mother whispered, her voice trembling, “Sweetheart… if someone’s there and you can’t talk freely, just tell me your grandmother’s name. I’ll know. I’ll get help.”

My throat closed, words scraping out raw. “I’m fine. I promise. I love you, Mom,” I said, the truth of it splintering something inside me. “I swear I’m okay. Please, just tell everyone not to worry.”

“I cannot help but worry,” she breathed, and I could hear the quiet hitch of her breath. “You sound… different, honey. Scared. Just come home, Clara. Whatever’s happening, we’ll fix it together.”

“I will,” I lied, my voice barely a whisper. “Soon. But, Mom, listen to me.”

A beat of hesitation, then, “What is it, sweetheart?”

“Laszlo isn’t who you think he is. I broke things off and I don’t want to talk to him again. If he tries to reach out, don’t believe a word he says. Please. Promise me.”

There was a pause so long I thought the line had gone dead. Then, quietly, “Okay. I promise. But, Clara… whatever’s going on, whatever you’re caught in, you can still come home. Nothing is too far gone.”

The lump in my throat nearly strangled me. “I know,” I whispered. “I know, Mom.” There was nothing left to say. I ended the call before the sound of her crying could destroy me.

The phone felt heavier than it should as I set it down. Ivan still hadn’t moved. His eyes were dark, unreadable, but the surrounding air had shifted. It was less menacing now and filled with dark hunger.

“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice breaking. I stood trembling, heart in pieces, caught somewhere between rage, relief, and something I didn’t want to name.

“You’re welcome, Clara.”

I turned toward the window, but his hand caught my wrist. The jolt of it stole my breath. He didn’t squeeze—just held me, his thumb brushing the pulse that thundered beneath my skin. His eyes locked on mine, and for the first time, the hunger in them was unmasked. Not for blood but hunger for me.

“You dream of me,” he said. Not a question. A truth. “You always have. You just didn’t know who I was until now.”

My mouth opened, but no denial spilled out. He was right. I had dreamt of him my entire life. Sometimes just flashes of a shadowed face or of a voice calling my name. Other times, especially since I’d come to Romania, they’d been more intimate… more revealing.

And here in this castle, they’d grown darker. I could feel the ghost of his lips at my throat, the weight of his hands on my bare skin, and the sensation of those sharp teeth breaking skin and sinking deep into my neck.

“I don’t⁠—”

He was in front of me before I could finish, his body a blur of movement that stole the air from the room. Instinct made me hold my breath, and I tipped my chin back as I met his gaze. For an instant, everything felt achingly familiar, like I’d stood in this exact moment before, reaching for him in another time.

A yearning rose inside me, deep and raw. It felt like something that had always lived in my bones waiting to be remembered.

“Ivan.” His name fell from my lips in a whisper, soft and desperate, more plea than anything else.

His focus dropped to my mouth, his gaze heavy-lidded, his expression twisting with hunger and something dangerously close to worship. The air thickened, vibrating between us. I knew then that whatever line existed between us was about to shatter.

Whatever I might have said dissolved when Ivan’s mouth crashed down on mine. The kiss stole my breath and my reason.

For a heartbeat, it was soft, tentative, as if he expected me to push him away. I should have. But my lips parted for him, surrendering. Ivan’s control broke. His tongue slid against mine, coaxing, claiming, until my knees nearly gave out.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was a possession. Raw, demanding, and a claim that reached past my skin and marrow, down into the part of me I’d never dared name.

I hated myself for it, hated the way my fists curled into his shirt, dragging him closer instead of shoving him back. Heat coiled low in my belly, sharp and dangerous, like stepping into fire willingly.

He moved us until the cold pane of glass was at my back, unyielding. But his body pressed to mine was the total opposite. One of his hands slid up my spine, slow and deliberate, until his palm cupped the nape of my neck. Then he shifted, fingers circling my throat—not to squeeze but to hold me there, to anchor me while his mouth devoured mine.

The weight made me slightly shake. I sagged into him, letting his strength hold me up because my own had drained.

He tore his mouth from mine after what felt like forever, leaving me gasping. Soft, helpless sounds spilled from me before I could stop them. But Ivan wasn’t done. Not even close.

His lips trailed down my jaw, sensually, calculated, until they found the hollow beneath my ear where my pulse hammered like it wanted to break free. His tongue swept over the spot, tasting, teasing, and I tipped my head back without thought, offering him more.

“You were mine once,” he murmured against my skin, voice low and rough, like gravel wrapped in velvet. “And you still are. You’ve taken a new name, lived another life, but you’re the same woman who’s held my heart for centuries. You always will be.”

The words hit that something deep inside me again, something that shouldn’t have existed. Images flared behind my eyes, vivid and wrong and yet… familiar. I saw firelight flickering over stone walls, felt his hand covering mine, his thumb tracing lazy circles across my palm. I heard his voice. It sounded deeper, older, and thick with an accent that I used to long to hear. I closed my eyes and heard him whisper my name like a prayer.

My beloved.

He’d said it with such reverence that my chest ached with it now.

A broken sound escaped me. I clutched his arms, the hard muscle beneath my palms grounding me as the visions burned through me. “Ivan…” His name left me on a gasp, raw and pleading. I didn’t even know what I was asking for. Only that I needed him closer.

He grazed his teeth over the mark he’d left on my neck days ago, and my body arched toward him in a reflex I couldn’t control. A small, desperate moan slipped out. Shame should have followed, but all I felt was heat.

Ivan’s hand slid down, splaying over my hip, his fingers biting into the thin fabric of my robe as he dragged me against him. The solid, unmistakable press of his erection against my belly stole what little breath I had left. My pulse fluttered wildly, and my body—traitorous and aroused—responded before my mind could catch up.

I was wet. Achingly so. I pressed my thighs together, though it did nothing to cool the ache. I should have fought. Should have pushed him away, screamed, clawed… something. He was my captor, after all.

But when I met his gaze… those dark, endless eyes filled with centuries of hunger and something dangerously close to tenderness, I didn’t move. Instead, my chin tilted, baring my throat to him in silent surrender.

His lips brushed there, softer now, reverent. The shift broke me. I gasped his name again, my nails digging into his shoulders. Ivan kissed me once more, slower this time, deep and lingering, like he wanted to brand me from the inside out. 

When he finally drew back, my lips were swollen, my breath coming in ragged bursts.

“You hate me,” he said, his voice low and smooth and dripping with dark desire.

“I should,” I whispered, though it came out weaker than I wanted.

His gaze flicked to my mouth, and the corners of his lips curved slightly. “But you don’t.” It wasn’t a question. He dragged the pad of this thumb across my lower lip, soothing the flesh with the lightest touch. “Not really, isn’t that right, beautiful girl?”

I shut my eyes because the truth sat too close to the surface. It was too dangerous, too damning.

When he finally stepped back, the absence of his warmth hit me painfully. I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to keep from shaking… from reaching for him and begging him to give me more. His stare lingered on me, steady and sure, the weight pressing deeper and consuming me.

“Tomorrow,” he murmured, that same promise-and-threat lacing his voice as he brushed his thumb along my cheek, “you will remember more. You will give me more, Clara.”

And then he was gone, leaving me in silence, lips still tingling and body still burning.

And a traitorous part of me ached for him to come back and finish what he’d started.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CLARA


The next day, I felt a weird anticipation. Ivan’s voice echoed in my mind… about how tomorrow I’d remember more.

I kept visualizing Ivan touching me. Even the ghost of a touch lingered like a phantom on my skin. I couldn’t explain it rationally, but my body remembered what had been buried so deep and for so long.

And every time I thought of him, my pulse betrayed me. When I closed my eyes, I saw him behind my lids, taunting me with a thousand promises of what could be again. The castle was silent but not still. It breathed. It listened. It whispered things I couldn’t understand, sounds that coaxed me to remember a time before.

I sat on the edge of the bed, firelight flickering across the carved posts. I noticed I constantly smelled him. It was the faint scents of iron, cedar, and something darker, something that made an ache settle between my legs.

I hated that my hands shook. Hated the desire that came from nothing more than remembering the way he looked at me.

I hated that I wanted him to come back. I’d explored until the castle stopped feeling vast and started feeling like a gilded cage.

And when the door opened before I could banish the thought, I sat up straighter and felt my pulse race with… excitement.

He stepped inside, the corridor light spilling around him like a halo that only made the darkness following him sharper, more absolute. His white shirt hung open at the throat, his hair damp and a little disheveled, as if he’d just stepped from a shower.

“I couldn’t sleep,” he said, his voice a slow drag of dark sin. “You’re all I think about. Knowing you’re here, knowing your memories are waking piece by piece.”

I didn’t answer right away. I couldn’t. He moved closer, unhurried, until he stood right before me. I should have been afraid of the predator in him… of the creature who had been bathed in blood in the undercroft just days before. But fear wasn’t what gripped me.  

The pull between us was magnetic. Undeniable.

“I thought vampires didn’t really sleep?” I asked, my voice sharper than I meant it to be, trying to break the spell seemingly cast over me.

That earned me a faint smile. “Yes, I sleep. I eat, as well. Garlic is one of my favorites. Regular food doesn’t sustain me as blood does, but I can enjoy the flavors.” His gaze swept over me. It was slow, meticulous. “The sun burns my skin after long exposure, but I’ve never tested if I burst into flames as the movies depict. And as for a stake through the heart…” His hand came to rest over his chest, fingers splayed. “It hurts, but it won’t kill me.”

I swallowed hard, not asking how he knew it wouldn’t kill him. I could assume being alive for centuries would take its toll and cause anyone to try and kill themselves. “But you’re immortal?”

“I don’t age,” he said. “I’ve never fallen ill. Not once in all the centuries since I let the darkness claim me. That’s all I know for certain.”

I looked down at my hands, twisting them in my lap. “Do you sleep in a coffin?” I asked before I could stop myself, instantly regretting how absurd it sounded.

His voice dropped lower, rougher. “No, Clara. I sleep in a bed. The same one you shared with me once, when you were still my wife. When you moaned my name as I moved inside you.”

My heart slammed into my ribs. His words slid over me like satin, leaving heat in their wake. A shiver raced up my spine, my breath catching as his meaning sank in. When I dared to glance up, he was watching me through half-lowered lashes, head slightly bowed, but his eyes—those glowing, unholy eyes—fixed on me.

“I didn’t want you to see me that way,” he said finally, breaking the silence, his voice quieter now, steady but weighted. “Down there, covered in blood. But I am glad you did.”

“Glad?” I whispered.

He nodded slowly. “Because now you understand. You can’t truly see me without seeing that part of me. You can’t understand what I am without knowing what I’ve become.”

I shook my head, anger and disbelief tangling in my chest. “You call that understanding? Knowing you drained the life out of something? Do you even remember what it’s like to be human?”

His expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes shifted. It was the look of a man who’d outlived everything worth remembering. “I remember fragments,” he hissed, his voice roughened by centuries of solitude. “The warmth of full sunlight on skin. The sound of laughter I once thought I’d never forget. But time erodes even the precious things.” His gaze held mine, unblinking, reverent. “And yet, the thought and image of you remains constant with me. No matter how many years pass, Clara… it’s always you who makes me feel alive.”

His words took my breath away, clinging to my lungs like an eternal promise. Dark, tender, unbearable.

“Stop saying things like that,” I whispered, hating how small I sounded. “You make it sound like I was meant for this… meant for you.”

Ivan stepped forward. “You were,” he said. “You are.”

I shook my head hard, pushing up to my feet. “No.” I backed away until the cold stone caught my shoulders, grounding me, trapping me.

His jaw flexed, and his tone was barely a rasp. “Yes, Clara. All I offer is myself… and the truth.”

“Truth?” The word cracked in my throat. “You think this is truth? Feeding on blood? Locking me away?”

He moved closer, each step eating the space between us until I could feel the air shift with him. “You think the world you left behind was real? That fucker who left you loveless? Made you feel worthless?” His voice dropped, rough as gravel as he brought up Laszlo. “That wasn’t living, Clara. That was surviving.”

My pulse spiked, heat crawling up my throat. “And maybe surviving was enough,” I snapped. “At least it was mine… my choices. My path!”

In the next breath, he was in front of me, too close, too much. His body blocked the firelight and the scent of wood burning. I should have been afraid. But all I felt was the thrum beneath my skin, heat between my thighs, and the pull toward him that felt older than the world itself.

“Then, tell me,” he breathed, leaning in until his breath brushed my cheek, “why do you tremble every time I’m near?”

My lips parted. “Because you terrify me.”

“Liar.” The word came out a growl. It was low, primal, and meant to be felt.

I opened my eyes and saw that his gaze was trained on me. Glowing, burning, and filled with possession. He reached out, his fingers tracing the line of my jaw. I should’ve flinched. I should’ve slapped him. Instead, I leaned into the touch, betraying myself completely. His thumb dragged across my skin. It was slow, claiming.

My breath caught. It felt like… coming home.

“I see it,” he whispered. “The way your pulse races when I say your name. The way you look at me is like you’ve stared into these eyes before. You fight it because you think it makes you weak.

“Hate me for it,” he said, his voice breaking past the restraint he’d been holding on to. “Hate me for needing you just to breathe. For remembering what it felt like to hold you in another life—and losing you to betrayal. Hate me for the centuries I’ve spent searching for you.”

My chest ached, hot and tight, every word slicing deeper.

“But be honest,” he went on, his tone rougher now, darker. “Because tonight, I’m claiming you, Clara. And I’ll make you remember exactly who and what I am… to you.”

“Love isn’t an excuse for what you’ve done,” I whispered.

“No,” he said, his gaze burning into mine. “It isn’t. But that’s all I have left. You’re all I’ve kept of my humanity.” His hand slid from my jaw to the back of my neck, fingers threading through my hair, holding me there. He was gentle but possessive. He leaned in, his breath warm against my lips, so close I could taste him without the kiss. “So I’ll use it as my reason,” he murmured. “Tell me to stop… and I will.”

I opened my mouth, but no sound came. Because I didn’t want him to stop. I wanted to drown everything out. The fear. The grief. The weight of being lost in a world that no longer felt like mine.

So, I did the only thing I could. I reached for him.

Our kiss was feral. It was raw, consuming, and felt like I’d been waiting my entire life for it. It wasn’t soft. It wasn’t gentle. It was one of need and of loss that collided between us. Ivan’s hands gripped my hips and dragged me to him while pushing back against the stone, the hard wall biting into my spine, his massively stiff cock digging into my belly as his mouth devoured mine.

I gasped, and he swallowed the sound, his tongue sliding against mine in a way that was all hunger and no mercy. He kissed me as if he’d die if he didn’t. And God help me, I kissed him back like I wanted him to.

My hands found the open collar of his shirt, my fingers brushing across the heat of his chest. His heart beat strong beneath my touch. “I thought vampires were cold,” I whispered into his mouth. “But you’re so warm.”

His lips curved faintly. “You make my blood burn,” he murmured before claiming my mouth again.

He caught my wrists, pressing them above my head, pinning me to the stone. “Say it,” he demanded softly, his breath hot against my lips. “Say you want this. I need to hear it.”

His forehead rested against mine, the space between us charged, heavy with want, with need. My breath came in ragged bursts, the scent of him filling my lungs until I swore I could taste it.

“You can see it,” I whispered, my voice shaking. “You can feel it. Smell it. You already know.”

A sound rumbled from him. It was low, primal, and wholly pleased. His mouth found mine again. The kiss slower this time, deeper. It was the kind that stripped the air from the room, that left me quivering and desperate for more.

I arched into him, chasing his heat, losing myself in the feel of his body pressing me into the wall. Every rational thought melted beneath the pulse of want.

When his lips trailed down my throat—over the place where his bite still marked me—heat flared under his mouth. I moaned before I could stop myself, the sound breaking between us like a confession.

Ivan lifted his head, his eyes glowing faintly in the low light. His lips were parted, his breath unsteady, the twin points of his fangs glinting just enough to remind me of what he truly was.

Despite that, my body ached for him.

“You see? Your body remembers even if your mind doesn’t. But soon, your mind will remember me, too.” His mouth claimed mine again, rougher this time, dragging me deeper into him. 

My body pressed to his, heat warring with the cold stone. The sound of our breathing filled the room. It was uneven, desperate… alive. I wanted to hate him. I wanted to hate myself for wanting him. But as his hands slid down my body and his mouth found the hollow of my throat once more, I stopped trying to fight it.

I just wanted to feel him. And he was more than willing to give me what I wanted.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
MIRCALLA


The Past

The morning air was sharp and frigid. I woke to the chill and the sound of boots in the corridor. Voices rose in the stairwell, low and clipped.

For a moment, I stayed in bed, the sheets cold against my skin, with a strange heaviness pressing over me. Something felt off. I couldn’t name it, but unease threaded through my veins like ice.

There’d been talk of a border dispute in the north—a lord pressing into Ivan’s lands and claiming it as his. It wasn’t the first time, but the tension in the air felt different, tighter. As if even the walls were bracing for what was coming.

I rose, bathed, and dressed in wool and cotton, lacing my bodice just to keep my hands busy, and adding a cloak to stem off the chill in the air. Downstairs, Ivan stood over the map table with Raducel at his right shoulder, and his other men to his left. They’d known each other since childhood. Raducel wasn’t just a friend—he was Ivan’s counselor, his most trusted man.

This morning, though, something in Raducel’s face unsettled me. His expression was kind enough, but when his eyes met mine, a flicker passed through them. It was something I couldn’t quite place.

Ivan looked up, and the hard set of his shoulders eased the moment he saw me. He crossed the room in three long strides, everything else forgotten, and cupped my face, pressing a kiss to my forehead. The simple touch steadied the strange beat of my heart.

“My love,” he murmured. “You’re up early.”

“The cold and noise woke me,” I breathed. “The house feels… restless.”

His thumbs brushed my cheeks, his gaze searching me in a way that always made me feel seen and exposed at once. Then he tucked a curl behind my ear and gave me another kiss before turning back to the map.

“I hate that the turmoil here unsettles you.”

“I’m okay, sweet husband. I just hate when you leave.” He leaned down and kissed me softly on the lips.

Raducel watched him. Watched us.

With one more smile at me, Ivan turned to face his men. “We’ll discuss when to ride out,” Ivan said, his tone commanding again. “We’ll take a smaller escort since it’ll draw less attention. Once we’ve scouted, we’ll send reinforcements.”

Raducel inclined his head. “I’ll see to it.”

When he and the other men left, the room felt lighter. Ivan lingered at the table, eyes on the map, jaw tight. I watched the line of his throat move when he swallowed and told myself the unease twisting inside me was just dread for his leaving.

It was always like this—each time he rode out; the world seemed to hold its breath. He was strong, powerful, feared by many, but even the strongest men bled.

I left Ivan to his plans and made myself useful around the castle. By noon, the household had settled into a tense rhythm. Everyone felt it—the weight of war hanging thick in the air.

I stayed busy in the kitchen, comforted a servant whose lover might soon ride into battle, and pretended not to count the hours. Ivan’s men worked with quiet precision—oiling leather, tending the horses, sharpening steel.

Through it all, Raducel stayed close to Ivan, ever the loyal shadow. I found myself in the garden, waiting for Ivan, tossing seed across the snow for the birds and smiling faintly as they darted to peck at it.

Raducel brought the afternoon tray himself. There was wine, bread, cheese, and a bowl of fruit. “Ivan asked me to bring you this. To keep your strength, My Lady,” he said.

“Thank you,” I murmured, though unease stirred again as he stepped closer, setting the tray on the stone bench beside me.

We stood in silence for a moment, watching the birds. Their tiny bodies moved quickly and frantically against the stark whiteness of the snow.

“He’ll be fine,” Raducel said at last. “I’ll make sure of it.”

I glanced at him, uncertain. “Thank you. He’s the most important thing in my life.”

Raducel’s mouth curved, though it wasn’t quite a smile. “Of course he is.” His tone was smooth, polite, but there was something just beneath it, something that caught like a blade’s edge. His gaze lingered too long, not on the snow or the birds, but on me.

The cold crept deeper into my bones. I folded my hands in my lap to keep from fidgeting. “Ivan trusts you more than anyone else.”

“As he should,” Raducel said. His eyes flicked toward the horizon where smoke from the stables drifted in thin gray ribbons. “I’ve always stood beside him. Always.” He turned back to me then, his expression unreadable. “It’s what I’ve built my life around.”

Something about the way he said it, this quiet but possessive tone, made my throat tighten. I forced a smile. “Then I’m glad he has you.”

He inclined his head, all practiced deference, but his eyes didn’t soften. “As am I, My Lady.”

When he was gone, the silence he left behind felt heavier than before. The birds were gone; the seeds untouched.

The light dimmed, and the sky bruised into shades of violet and rose. I left the garden then, the winter chill seeping into my bones. By the time the servants lit the sconces, the castle hummed with the tension of impending war.

Dinner was subdued. Ivan’s commanders filled their seats, grim and resolute. I sat beside my husband at the head of the table, doing my best to appear calm. Every gesture mattered now, to steady the men, to hold the illusion that all was well.

Raducel arrived late, his cloak dusted with snow, his expression careful. “Apologies, My Lord, My Lady,” he said, bowing low. “There was a delay with the riders from the northern road. They’ve brought word that the Lord of Târgoviște has gathered allies from beyond the border.”

Ivan’s jaw flexed. “Then we ride after our meal.”

I reached for his hand beneath the table. His fingers closed over mine, grounding me, and for a fleeting moment, I let myself believe everything might still be all right.

Raducel poured the wine himself. That alone unsettled me. He was arrogant enough to feel the servants should serve him and would never pour his own goblet let alone all of ours. Still, he offered me the first cup then lifted his own. “To victory,” he said. His gaze held mine for a second before he glanced at Ivan.

Unease prickled along my skin, but I lifted my goblet when the others did.

“Pentru țară și pentru Domnul nostru!” For our land and for our lord! The men roared before drinking deep.

The first sip hit my tongue. It was too sweet with an aftertaste of bitterness. The flavor was heavy and metallic.

Raducel watched me as I swallowed before smiling and taking his seat.

Ivan hadn’t yet drunk. He stood, his gaze on me even as he raised his cup. “Sângele lor pentru sângele nostru!” Their blood for our blood! He said, his voice dark and resolute.

Heat spread through my chest, dull at first, then sharp enough to steal my breath. I pressed a hand to my ribs. “Ivan. I think…” My voice faltered. “I think I need some air.”

Ivan’s focus snapped to me, his expression twisting with concern. “Dragostea mea. Ce te frământă?” My love. What troubles you?

I tried to answer, but the words wouldn’t form. The taste in my mouth grew even more metallic, more acidic. I heard the scrape of a chair, then another, and realized it wasn’t just me. One commander clutched his throat. Another fell forward, his goblet shattering across the floor.

The hall became a rush of confusion. Choking sounds, overturned chairs, men violently spewing blood from their mouths, and the sickening crash of bodies hitting stone erupted. I blinked hard, fighting the dizziness, and in that blur of motion, I saw him.

Raducel.

He was already moving toward the door, calm amid the panic, his expression unreadable. He didn’t shout for help. He didn’t look back. The torchlight caught his face as he paused in the archway, and I saw it then, the faint, terrible smile that told me he had been waiting for this.

Ivan was beside me, catching me before I fell. His voice was raw, breaking as he shouted for help. “My life, look at me. Stay with me.”

But my body no longer obeyed. My tongue felt heavy. My throat closed around his name. “Ivan…” I lifted my hand and pointed feebly toward the doorway. “Raducel,” I croaked out.

He gathered me into his arms, his warmth the only thing keeping the darkness at bay. His scent—spice and wild earth—wrapped around me, achingly familiar. I tried to lift a hand, to touch him, to let him know I was still there… that I loved him more than anything else.

But warmth spilled from my lips instead. Ivan caught it with trembling fingers, his eyes red and wet with fury and grief. When he drew his hand back, it was slick with my blood.

I tried to speak, to tell him I loved him, but my voice failed. My mouth opened soundlessly as the world dimmed, and the darkness finally claimed me.

The last thing I saw was his face wild with anguish, streaked with blood and tears.

The last thing I heard was his roar splitting the night, a vow torn from his soul that death itself would not keep us apart.

And then the world went still. The firelight dimmed, the cold deepened, and everything that was me… my breath, my heartbeat, and my name slipped away into the dark.

But somewhere in that endless silence, I still felt him. Ivan’s grief burned hot enough to sear through death itself. His pain became my tether, pulling me toward something I couldn’t yet understand.

Over five centuries would pass before I opened my eyes again… reborn into another life, another name. But time had never been enough to sever what bound us.

I would always be his. And even now, across lifetimes and the ruin of worlds, we remained what we had always been to each other.

Soul mates.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
IVAN


The past. The aftermath.

The world ended when she died in my arms, when I heard my love take her last breath.

I remembered nothing aside from roaring out so loud, so painfully, that my voice split the rafters and extinguished the candles, their smoke choking the air. All I knew for certain was the weight of her body in my arms and the silence that followed.

All my men were dead, their bloody bodies strewn on the stone floor, the castle staff’s screams nothing more than a whisper in my ears.

I carried my wife to our chamber, though my arms no longer felt like my own. The bed took her weight as gently as I did. My mind fractured. I was both within my body and watching from beyond it—some helpless man witnessing the ruin of his own soul.

I traced her lips with my thumb, willing warmth back into them, smearing her blood across her skin. “My beautiful girl,” I rasped. “Open your eyes, Draga mea… my beloved.” I pressed my lips to her brow, whispering every promise I’d ever made to her. That I’d find her again. That I’d tear down heaven and hell to do it.

The silence that followed was not silence at all. It screamed through me, splintering every piece of what I had been.

I lay beside her until dawn, my face buried against the hollow of her throat, clinging to her cooling body as the first light touched the windows. The world moved on, indifferent. But I did not.

I buried her myself. No priest. No rites. No witnesses. She was mine, and I wouldn’t let another soul share in the intimate horror of losing her.

Something inside me split wide open.

I stayed by her grave for days, sleeping on the frozen earth, numb to hunger and thirst. I couldn’t leave her out in the cold. I couldn’t let her be alone.

Time after her death didn’t pass. It bled. Slowly and endlessly, like eternity itself had stopped to watch me break.

When I rose from the grave, I was no longer a man but a hollow thing carved from loss and fury. Night hung heavy, a storm pressing at the horizon. Every breath burned, and every heartbeat reminded me of what had been stolen. Her scent still clung to my skin, and the realization that it would eventually fade split me in two.

One thought drove me: Find the traitor who stole my heart in his hand and crushed it.

Raducel hadn’t run far. Cowards never did. He cowered in the castle sewers, a rat among shit and rot. I remember nothing of the hunt except the violence taking me over, a hot, blinding thing that answered only to grief.

He fought with the skill of a seasoned warrior, but skill could not stand against what I’d become. His sword nicked my side, but the cut meant nothing. I closed my hand around his throat, hauled him upright, and smashed him against damp stone until the world narrowed to his gasps and the drip of water.

“Pray,” I breathed, the words cold as the crypt. “If your god still listens, he’ll help you. He’ll save you.”

He tried, but the sound was half-formed. I shoved his own sword into his chest. His scream died on the stone.

I leaned in close, breathing him in. His heartbeat stuttered beneath my fingers, and in that moment, I made my choice. I tilted my head back, closed my eyes, and whispered to the dark.

“Take me. Give me the sin that grants power enough to undo death. Take my soul and make me what the world fears. I’ll give you everything, so long as I can destroy my enemies and be reunited with my love.”

Raducel gurgled, his blood spilling hot over my wrist. I let him fall, then bent and pressed my mouth to the wound. His life flooded my throat, hot and metallic.

And then something answered.

The air thickened as the shadows came alive, curling icy fingers around me, and sinking into my flesh. The darkness took root, endless and merciless, until pain became all I knew. My body seized, heart stuttering, lungs locking in place.

Then—rebirth. A frantic rhythm where silence had been. The first beat of a damned heart.

I lay on the cold stone, trembling as it consumed me. And for the first time in my life, I surrendered.

When I opened my eyes, the world sharpened into cruel clarity. I could see each bead of blood on Raducel’s chest, hear his heart clawing for life. My teeth ached and lengthened, and a hunger tore through me like a living creature.

I ripped out his throat and drank until there was nothing left. The transformation burned through me. It hollowed me and remade my soul. When it passed, I was whole again but not the man I had been. My veins thrummed with a new, terrible life.

I stepped out of the sewer and into the storm. Lightning threw the ruins into maniacal light. Thunder answered like a war drum. That night I became a villain.

I killed every man who had conspired to steal her from me. I drained every ounce of their blood until the snow took on the color of rust.

Centuries followed in the same bloody rhythm.

Hunt and feed. And through it all, I searched for her, let the years pass and blur, hoping this new lifetime would bring her back to me.

But nations rose and fell, and I remained this creature, bound to the darkness I had begged for. I understood the bargain I had made, and the darkness heard me.

I would be its servant for as long as it pleased.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
CLARA


Iwoke with a cry trapped in my throat and iron on my tongue. Sweat beaded my brow, and my heart raced.

I was back in my own body, in my own time, and in Ivan’s castle, but I felt intrinsically different in every aspect.

I was alone in bed, but I knew Ivan was close. I felt his presence. The fire had burned low, but I could tell fresh wood had been added to bring life back to the flames.

The sheets clung to my damp skin as my pulse raced so hard I half-expected to see it rippling the blanket.

It was a dream, but it wasn’t. I had to assume Ivan’s blood sharing had somehow unlocked something supernatural, allowing me to see into another time long past.

Memories that weren’t mine in this lifetime roared through me in a great, cold wave. Not pieces. Not flashes. A life. My life. I was once named Mircalla.

I closed my eyes and envisioned the castle over five hundred years ago. Snow on the cornices. The garden was warming and growing under the sun. And that last evening, I fed the birds in that garden.

The scent of leather and steel was so strong that I swore I was right in the middle of when my husband was training. 

I remembered everything. Not just my last night with Ivan but the many years we shared before that. 

The lovemaking, the dirty talk Ivan spoke so well, and the long conversations about starting a family.

But my death was at the forefront. The heat in my chest. The way the world slid sideways. His hands so careful when he held me and cried. That had been the first time I had seen my warrior shed tears.

And then I’d gotten the gift—or maybe the curse—of seeing and feeling his pain after I’d grown cold and lifeless.

The way he’d dug my grave and lain over it for days. The aftermath with Raducel and his transformation. And all the others he’d killed thereafter. 

I saw the part of Ivan that broke. His grief carved through me as if it were my own. He had given everything, bartered his soul, clung to the hope that death could be undone. The thing that answered him—darkness, entity, evil—was not merciful. It wanted everything he was, and it took it. Forever.

His heart stopped, then rose again, but not for himself. For a vow that refused to die. Centuries swallowed him whole, hundreds of years of blood and ruin, and every life taken for the promise that one day the curse of immortality would give me back to him.

I was both his salvation and his damnation, the anchor that bound him when nothing else remained. The knowledge wrenched a sob from my chest, raw and bitter.

I pressed my palm to my sternum as if I could hold the pieces together. A chair shifted near the hearth. He was there, half-hidden where the firelight faltered, watching me with those terrible, beautiful eyes.

Ivan leaned forward, forearms braced on his thighs, shirt open at the throat, the glow of the coals painting him in equal parts saint and monster. And all I could see was the moment he’d begged the darkness to give me back to him, the scream that cracked the heavens and opened hell.

“You saw,” he said, voice so soft it barely touched the air.

His warning from before came back… that I would remember tonight. I forced myself to breathe, forced the words past my throat. “Yes. All of it.”

He didn’t move, didn’t argue. He let the truth hang between us like a noose. The woman he had loved—me—had died in his arms five centuries ago. And now, I was here again.

“You are her,” he said at last, his voice roughened with hunger and ache. “You see now?”

I did. Not completely, not yet, but enough to know who I was and what I was to him.

He tipped his head, his gaze steady as judgment. “And you’re also Clara. Both things are true.”

A quivering laugh broke from me, half sob, half release. My cheeks were wet when I swiped at them, though I hadn’t realized I was crying. Silence settled, the ancient castle breathing around us. This place had been my home but also the place where I’d died. 

The fire cracked, and I flinched, strung tight as wire. “I saw you bury me,” I whispered, the words tearing open a wound. “No priest. No rites. Only you. You stayed,” I murmured that last part.

Ivan’s fists curled on his knees. His gaze dropped to the stone floor. “I wasn’t going to leave you. I couldn’t let you be alone.” A hard swallow scraped my throat raw. His jaw flexed tight with grief. “I regret nothing,” he rasped. “Except that all I did wasn’t enough to keep you by my side.”

It should have been too much. But something inside me eased, a knot uncoiling. I was two women with two names but the same face, the same soul.

“Come here,” I said, startling myself.

He looked up, pain etched deep in his features before it broke into something softer. Slowly, he rose and walked to me, every step hesitant like he thought I might change my mind. He sat at the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping beneath his weight. He didn’t touch me, so I reached first, brushing my fingers along his wrist.

His steady pulse stole my breath. His chest hitched, his eyes fixed on that small connection like it was everything. I remembered every time I’d done this before, every time I traced the pulse at his wrist after he made love to me. He inhaled like a starving man.

“I remember our home,” I said, voice warming. “The garden in summer, heavy with flowers. And in winter, frosty and alive with birds hopping after the seed I scattered. I remember the sound you made when you were almost laughing.”

He exhaled a sound that wasn’t laughter and wasn’t pain but lived somewhere in between. “Tell me more.”

“Our wedding night.” Heat climbed my cheeks. “You were careful with me, your touch so light it was almost hesitant. I told you I was afraid, that it would hurt, and you promised you’d take care of me. That you wanted to love me in all ways.” My lips curved faintly, the memory vivid. “You worshipped me that night… and every night after.”

His pupils blew wide, an inaudible sound rumbling in his chest, too deep to be human, too heavy not to be felt. He leaned in, pressing his brow to mine. “Draga mea.”

The endearment slid into me like a key turning in a long locked door. I knew the language as if it were my native tongue. I knew him. Every syllable was as familiar as my name. I closed my eyes, letting his warmth swallow me whole. It felt like sunlight, as if I were back in our garden, letting it consume me.

“You never stopped believing,” I whispered. “Every year, decade, and century… you looked into crowds hoping to see my face.”

Ivan lifted my hand and pressed a reverent kiss to my knuckles. “You’re all that matters. You’re all that ever mattered. Without you, I am nothing. There are centuries I can’t even account for. Just a blur of blood and pain. But I remember every second of false hope.”

“And now that you’ve found me?” My voice cracked into a breathy whisper. I leaned closer, unable to stop myself.

His answer came instantly, and I knew it was because he’d carried it through lifetimes. “Make up for every lost year. Make sure not a single day passes without your happiness. Keep you forever.”

He pulled me onto his lap until I straddled him, our breaths mingling. “I want you to keep me forever.” The words slipped free without hesitation, and they felt true.

A tremor tore through him. “Say it again.”

“I’m yours,” I whispered. “In every life.”

His mouth found mine, and at first, there was no rush, no demand. It was a slow, aching press of lips that felt like coming home. He tasted of everything lost, of centuries that had stolen us apart. His tongue, his scent, the very flavor of Ivan was peace, even in its hunger.

When we parted, the silence between us felt sacred, like a vow spoken without words.

“You should rest,” he murmured, though he didn’t move away. His thumb traced the line of my jaw with a tenderness that betrayed the predator beneath his skin. He looked at me as though memorizing me, terrified I’d vanish again. “We’ll go slowly.”

“Ivan.” My hand cupped the scruff of his cheek, grounding myself in him. His eyes met mine, glowing softer now. “I love you in ways I can’t explain.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “You don’t have to. Our love goes beyond anything that can ever be explained. It goes beyond time itself. We have eternity to reclaim what was taken.” His gaze deepened, intent heavy as stone. 

“Take me to our bed.” The words tumbled out of me before I could stop them.

He understood. This room wasn’t ours. But now that I knew who I was, who I had been, all I wanted was what had been stolen.

Something raw and profound shadowed his face, and then he was lifting me and carrying me into the chamber we’d once shared. The air shifted as he sat me down beside him. I closed my eyes letting the weight of it all—our history and now our return together—sink in.

His hand sought mine beneath the blankets, palm to palm, fingers locking tight. “Tell me something you still see,” I whispered.

“I loved watching you braid your hair after you bathed,” he said, voice low, tender. “You are the most beautiful creature alive. I couldn’t keep my eyes off you. And when your hair dried… I undid every braid just to watch it fall.”

The memory struck vividly as if I’d lived it yesterday. I smiled faintly. “I remember you trying to braid it back. You struggled so much. It made me love you more.”

His laugh was rough, quiet. “It was the best struggle of my life.”

“What happens now?” I asked after a moment of pause between us, voice hushed, heavy with truth.

His fangs glinted in the firelight, his hunger laid bare, and still I couldn’t look away. My pulse thundered when he shifted closer, when his hand slid to my hip and anchored me against him. The heat of his body, the weight of centuries of longing in his eyes… it all broke through me at once. 

My breath stuttered as his mouth brushed my throat possessively, and I tipped my head back without thinking. 

The last thread of resistance snapped. The night, the castle, the world itself fell away until there was only Ivan and the promise of being his again.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
IVAN


Even now, it felt unreal. Clara—my Clara—returned to me in the flesh, surrendering, loving. Mine.

She lay in the bed that had once been ours, pale skin and long limbs stark against the dark sheets. Between her thighs she was slick and ready, the sight of her feeding the predator in me until it roared.

My wife. My salvation. My sacrifice to devour.

I wanted to love her slowly, but all I could think about was fucking her hard.

“Do you want me to make love to you or fuck you?” Her little gasp was the same, even after five centuries. “Tell me, fată frumoasă a mea.” My beautiful girl.

She shifted on the bed, and her perfect breasts shook slightly. “Voiesc să mi-l dai tare și iute, cum mi-l dădeai altădată.” I want you to give it to me hard and fast, as you once did.

My cock twitched at the sound of my wife speaking our native tongue. It flowed so naturally, so fluidly, I shut my eyes as every muscle in my body tightened in response.

Her cheeks turned redder. If she wanted to remember and feel how it used to be between us, I’d give it to her rough and hard.

“You make my cock throb hearing you ask for it that way. And smelling that sweet pussy all primed and slick tells me I won’t last once I’m buried deep inside of you.”

She moaned softly. “Ivan… I want you to fuck me.”

I hummed at how fucking good it felt to hear her say those filthy words. “You see how hard you make my cock?” My heart slammed in my chest at the thought of her surrendering to me completely. I shifted back slightly so I could kneel beside her, and wrapped my hand around my length, aching to be inside her. Clara gave a sweet, broken little sound that nearly undid me. “You see what you do to me? You’ve got me so fucking turned on I could spill before I’m even buried in your tight, perfect body.”

She fisted the sheets, muscles taut, her body straining with need. Her gaze locked on my cock, teeth sinking into her bottom lip until it blanched under the pressure.

“Do you want my mouth between your thighs again? Want me to lick your tight little pussy until you’re begging? Do you want my fangs in your skin? My tongue lapping up every drop of blood?”

Her strangled cry split the air as she spread wider, baring her pussy fully to me. The heady sweetness of her arousal hit like a drug, leaving me undone.

“Ivan… yes. I want you.” Her voice was low, thick with heat, and I was on the bed in the next heartbeat.

Clara was as desperate for me as I was for her. I yanked her body flush against mine, one hand wrapping her throat as I crushed my mouth to hers. She molded to me perfectly, nails digging deep enough I prayed she broke skin, that she marked me with blood.

I devoured her mouth—licking, sucking, letting my fangs drag across her lip before pulling back, hungry for the sight of her. My hand slid from her throat to her jaw, thumb smearing across her bottom lip, tugging it down. I pressed the pad inside, making her suck me deep, her heat and obedience feeding the predator in me.

“You’re so fucking beautiful, sweetheart,” I rasped, leaning in to lick at her open mouth, dragging my tongue across her lips before plunging inside. I devoured her, lapping every inch of that wet heat while her moans fed the fire in me.

As I fucked her mouth slow and deep with my tongue, my free hand slid down, thrusting between her thighs. Slickness coated my fingers instantly, her body drenched and eager. My cock throbbed, the need to spill clawing at me.

“So wet for me. So ready for your husband.”

Her cry split the air, legs spreading wider, giving me every inch of her. I pressed closer, wedging myself against her heat. Clara moaned, dragged her tongue over the edge of my fang, and pressed until it sliced. The sweet coppery fluid flooded my mouth, and I nearly lost myself in her taste.

I teased her clit with my finger, rolling it before crushing my mouth back to hers. I kissed her deeply, thoroughly, keeping my hand on her jaw, forcing her mouth open as I fucked her with lips and tongue. She didn’t resist. She surrendered. My perfect woman gave me all the control.

A growl rumbled out of me as I shoved a finger into her tight pussy, her walls clenching greedily around me. I thrust in and out, savoring her gasps, then ripped myself from her mouth and pulled my hand free.

Her eyes opened, dazed, locked on mine as I raised my slick fingers to my lips. I dragged my tongue over them slowly, licking every drop of her arousal, savoring it like a sacrament.

I shoved my finger between her lips, fucking her mouth with it, her warm tongue a tight suction. “Taste yourself, Clara. You taste like perfection, don’t you?”

Her moan vibrated against my skin as she sucked greedily, and my stone-like cock jerked between us. I pulled my finger free, slick with her essence, and dragged my tongue over every drop, savoring it with a groan. “I’ve missed this, sweet girl.”

My hand shot out, wrapping around her arm, and I brought her delicate wrist to my mouth. For a heartbeat, I only held her there, her warmth against my lips, breathing her in like she was the only thing tethering me to this world.

I flicked my tongue out, tasting her soft skin, and my fangs lengthened in answer. I parted my lips, letting her see exactly what she did to me. Her pupils blew wide, her breath hitched, and the air filled with the heavy scent of her desire.

Then I sank my fangs into her tender flesh. Her gasp tore through the air as I pierced deep, but I never broke her gaze. Her hot, thick blood burst on my tongue, sliding down my throat like the sweetest sin. I groaned, drinking her greedily, every swallow a brand of possession.

I tore my mouth from her wrist, the wound still weeping, and held her hand above her heart. Scarlet drops slid down, splashing against those perfect breasts. I lifted her wrist to my mouth, dragging my tongue over the twin punctures, sealing them, before smearing her blood across her nipples with my fingers, painting her in what was mine.

She gave a shocked, breathy sound that only made my cock ache more. I slid my hand up behind her head, fingers curling possessively over her nape. “Give me that pretty mouth again.” She whimpered and rose slightly, doing exactly what I said. I kissed her hard, brutally. My cock was throbbing between us, her wetness so pronounced my cock was already soaked and I hadn’t even been inside her yet.

I wanted her to drink from me, to take a part of me into her like I would do with her for the rest of our lives. Her flush deepened, as if she could read my mind. I groaned, hearing her heart beat faster, seeing her nipples tighten further. I smelled her cunt dripping, knew slickness slid down the crease of her ass soaking the sheets.

She dug her nails into the flesh of my sides, pulling me closer, and I hissed in pleasure.

“I’m losing control,” I groaned. I reached out and placed my hands between her legs. She froze, her breath stilling as she looked down at where I was.

I wasn’t gentle or teasing, didn’t ease her into anything. I took my thumbs and hooked them on either side of her pussy, pulling her lips apart, exposing all that pink, swollen, and wet flesh. Her hole was tiny, and I remembered from earlier how tight she was, how much she strangled my cock.

Another primal sound left me, and I was between her legs again, dragging my fangs up and down the tender, sensitive skin of her inner thigh. I lifted my eyes to look at her, and when our gazes were locked, I struck. I sank my teeth into her pliant flesh. Her cry was instant, and she closed her eyes, moaning as I greedily drank. Her pussy smelled so good, and her blood was the sweetest thing I’d ever tasted.

When I pried myself off of her, it took sheer will alone. I could have drunk my fill of my wife, but I needed to fuck her as much as she needed me to. I looked down at where I’d bitten her, a reddish purple mark she’d wear forever. The blood in my veins rushed even faster at how much I liked seeing it on her. 

Placing my hands flat on her inner thighs, I slowly lifted my gaze back up to her face. Clara was already watching me, her pupils blown, her hazy, aroused expression so beautiful. She surprised the hell out of me by pushing her upper body up, reaching for my cock, and curling her fingers around my length. I hissed at how good it felt to have her small hand around my dick.

“Clara,” I groaned. “I need you, my Queen.”

She licked her little pink lips, then leaned forward and licked the bulbous crown of my cock. I stilled every muscle in my body, strung tight. And when she pulled my foreskin back and dragged her tongue over the slit, I groaned and let my head tip back slightly as ecstasy stole through me.

I shook and reached out, cupping either side of her head as she took me in the hot, wet recess of her mouth. I could feel every swipe of her tongue, how she hollowed out her cheeks, and when she took me all the way to the back of her throat. She sucked on me until my balls drew up and I knew I’d come. I had to stop her, to my disappointment, because when I came, I’d be buried in her pussy. 

I looked down at her as she glanced up at me, her lips red and swollen, glossy from saliva. She still had a tinge of red smeared on her cheek, the sight of that blood causing my black, dark heart to pound fiercely.

“Fuck me… husband.”

I hissed and felt my fangs throb. I positioned us so I was on my back and Clara straddled me. It took every ounce of control I possessed not to notch my head at her tiny hole and shove up at the same time I pulled her down on me. But I wanted Clara to do this, to know she had control over me.

I could have come just from the feel of her gripping my dick and positioning the tip at her entrance. She started to slowly sink down, her eyes wide, her mouth parted as her body opened and took all of me. When half of my cock was lodged inside of her, I gripped her hip tightly, giving her a reassuring squeeze. And when she pushed down another inch, I thrust up brutally, burying myself all the way inside.

She let her head fall back, baring her throat, and her pulse rapidly beat at the side of her neck. Beautiful.

“Ivan,” she whisper-moaned my name. She shook her head as if to clear it, eyes shut, the trace of pain still on her face. When she opened them again, I seized her hips, dragged her down, impaling her on my cock until she cried out.

“It hurts… but oh, it feels so good.” Her moan broke on the last word as she lifted slightly, then sank back down.

For long moments, she moved like that—slow, steady pumps—searching for her rhythm.

“Fuck yourself on me, Clara,” I growled. And she did, finding the perfect pace, driving me higher than I thought I could go.

The slick sounds of her pussy squeezing my cock filling my head.

“That’s it,” I rasped, fighting release, a rumble tearing from my throat.

She moaned again, rising and taking me deeper, her wet heat slickening every thrust until she could swallow me whole.

Pure torture. The sweetest kind.

“Take more. Take all of me. Don’t stop.”

My teeth bared, my voice raw. “Use me. Take what you need.”

And she did. Her rhythm steadied, hips rolling, pleasure building, her body surrendering as mine demanded. Her breasts bounced with each thrust, her slick cunt pulling me deeper, milking me, summoning me like a siren’s call.

“That’s it,” I rasped, fighting release, my chest rumbling with a sound that was not wholly human.

I dragged her arm to my mouth, biting down hard enough to make her gasp. Blood from the twin marks on her forearm welled instantly, hot and rich, spilling over my tongue. I drank as she rode me, my cock buried in her while her pulse spilled into me, binding us in flesh and blood.

I tore my mouth away long enough to paint the crimson across her breasts, streaking her nipples with her own heat. “Look at you,” I growled, pressing my thumb against the slicked peak. “My sacrifice.”

Her moan shattered against the walls as she arched, riding harder, her cunt getting wetter with every thrust.

I leaned up, caught her mouth in a brutal kiss, smearing the blood between our lips. She tasted herself and me. Copper, life, hunger.

“Take more,” I demanded, my voice a vow, my body a weapon. “Take all of me, Clara. Don’t stop until you’ve drained my balls dry and I’ve buried every drop of myself inside you.”

The firelight painted her in gold and shadow, flames flickering against the curve of her breasts and the delicate lines of her throat. Clara’s skin glowed as though it belonged to some higher realm.

I watched her with the carnal need of a man starved for centuries. My physical appetite had always been blood and death, but what I was truly starved for had always been her. 

With her, it was more. It was everything.

I reached up, curling my hands around her breasts, feeling the soft weight, the heat, the pulse of life beneath her skin. I twisted her nipples hard enough that her eyes flashed open, widening, a cry spilling from her lips.

“Come for me,” I growled, voice rough and low. “Give me what I want because you were made to please me.”

Her lips parted, her breath shallow, but she arched into my touch instead of away from it. I pinched harder before surging upright, one hand gripping her ass, the other wrapping around her throat. I yanked her face to mine, claiming her mouth in a kiss. My fang split my lower lip, and I forced my blood against her tongue.

She moaned, her body shuddering as she swallowed, drinking from me like she’d always known she was meant to. My snarl reverberated through her mouth when she sucked harder, taking my essence into herself.

“That’s it,” I rasped against her lips. “You’ll never thirst for anyone but me.”

Her body rocked against mine, her cunt clutching at my cock as if her blood and her sex conspired together to keep me buried inside her forever. I brought my palm across her ass, the sharp crack filling the chamber. Her cry was ragged, her hips grinding down, milking me with desperate need.

The world flickered around us, and I saw her as she was five centuries before in the same position she was in now. Then the world flashed back to the present just as she shattered on me, her orgasm tearing her apart, her body clenching so tightly around me it stole my breath. I roared, thrusting up hard, spilling into her with the force of a man losing everything he had ever been.

But I was not finished. Not nearly.

In one brutal motion, I flipped her onto her back, my cock still buried deep, still iron hard. Her thighs fell open under my weight. “Look at you,” I snarled, staring at her glistening pussy, at the streaks of blood blooming across her skin. “My everything,” I growled. “You’ll accept what I give you. All of it.”

I drove in and out of her, brutal and worshiping, my cock splitting her open, drenched heat clinging to every thrust. The wet slap of our bodies filled the room, obscene and holy all at once. Her cries rose with each pounding stroke.

I reached down, fingers glossy with her blood and our mingled fluids, and rubbed her clit until she convulsed, thrashing under me. “Come,” I commanded. “Claim me as I’ve already done with you, my sweet Clara.”

Her orgasm struck hard and fast, her pussy clenching and relaxing around my cock, dragging me with her. I roared as I emptied myself into her, hips slamming until my body convulsed, spilling endless torrents of seed into her willing body.

After long moments of riding the ecstasy, I collapsed over her, hands braced on either side of her head so as not to crush her, my mouth instantly finding hers. I peppered her with soft kisses, breathing out how much she meant to me, how I’d die without her.

“You’re mine,” I whispered, my voice breaking against her lips. “Across lifetimes, across life and death, Clara. Always.”

Her gaze held mine, still glazed from release, but shining with certainty. Her voice quivered, fragile yet eternal. “Always.”

I kissed her with raw passion, and rested my forehead to hers. “Never again will I let you go.”

Her lips curved in a weary, fleeting smile as I drew her into my arms. She clung to me as if I were the only thing keeping her from sinking beneath the dark tide of the world.

And perhaps I was. Not just tonight. Not just in this life. Forever and always.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
IVAN


The fire had burned low, shadows stretched long across the stone walls, and still, hours later, I held my beautiful girl in my arms. I couldn’t close my eyes. If I did, I feared I’d wake to find her gone—lost again to centuries of loneliness and darkness.

Clara stirred, lashes fluttering, her hair tumbling across her cheek as she tilted her face up to me. Silence lingered as her fingers traced idle patterns over my chest.

“I never want to leave,” she whispered. “Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Never.”

A sound rumbled low in my chest, half growl, half vow. I pressed my mouth to her temple, unwilling to tell her what I already knew… that she would never escape me again. Instead, I said, “Good. Because this is where you belong. With me. For eternity.”

Her hand splayed against me, tentatively. “It doesn’t feel real. I keep thinking I’ll wake up back home, far from this life and from you. But when I touch you, it’s like…” Her voice broke. “Like I finally have forever.”

“You do.” I caught her chin, forcing her gaze to stay locked with mine. “We were torn apart once. Never again. You’ve always been mine—across lifetimes, across death.”

I kissed her softly, then pulled open the nightstand drawer and handed her the phone. “You are free, Clara. Call anyone, go anywhere you like, anytime. You stay not because you’re chained but because you choose to. Because you are my wife. My equal.”

Her eyes shimmered. “Thank you.” A silence fell, heavy and uncertain, before she whispered, “And me? Will I… become like you?”

The question pierced deeper than any blade. I cupped her face, my thumb brushing her cheek. “No. Time will claim you as it does all mortals. Your body will tire, your breath falter, and death will come. That is the natural order.”

Her lip trembled. “And you?”

“I’ll follow.” My voice was iron. “When your heart stops, mine will, too. I am strong enough to tear stone apart with my hands, to hear a heartbeat across a mile of forest, to scent blood beneath the earth. But even my strength has limits. When you go, I will follow. I will burn until nothing but ash remains, or I will take the blade to my throat and cut myself clean through the bone. Not out of weakness but out of devotion. I have waited lifetimes for you, Clara. I will not endure another without you.” 

I thought of the centuries I might have surrendered to despair. But I did not. I endured because I knew this darkness was no accident. It was not merely a curse. It was fate’s design. A covenant carved into my soul. Why else would I have been given this unholy gift if not as proof that I was meant to wait for her return?

Tears welled in her eyes as she buried her face in my neck. “I don’t want to think about that.”

I kissed her hair, holding her tighter against me. “Then don’t. That day is far away. All that matters is now.”

She shuddered against me, clinging tighter, and I held her until sleep dragged her under. I remained awake, watching the fire crumble to ash, every sharpened sense attuned to her—the cadence of her breath, the flutter of her pulse, the warmth of her skin against my cold. My sight pierced the dark as easily as daylight. My hearing caught the faint shifting of stones far below. Every instinct, every heightened sense, existed for one purpose: to protect her.

By dawn, I felt the sting of sunlight pricking beyond the shuttered windows. Clara stirred, a sweet smile tugging at her lips as she rose. Even that slight gesture stoked desire in me until it roared like a beast.

Later, dressed, I heard the murmur of her voice beyond the chamber. I followed and found her in the courtyard garden, seated on the familiar stone bench where she once fed birds, only now a phone was gripped in hand instead of seed.

“Yes, Buni. I’m safe,” Clara said softly, warmth in her voice that made me smile. “I can’t explain it all right now, but I will soon. Ivan is good to me. You don’t have to worry.”

My senses sharpened, honing like blades. Even at a distance, I heard her grandmother’s faint but steady voice.

“Be careful, Clara. Shadows can protect, but they can also consume.”

Clara’s reply was raw. “It’s not like before. Not like with Laszlo.”

The name pierced me like steel. I heard the catch in her throat, felt her fear as she confessed to her grandmother. Laszlo had come here searching for her. She’d broken from him, but he had touched her with cruelty, with aggression.

The world dimmed, narrowed to that name echoing through my skull. Laszlo.

A threat left breathing was a threat not ended. He still lived. Which meant he could still find her. Still crawl into her nightmares. Still lay claim to her fears.

I would not allow it. She had been hurt and torn from me once. Never again.

The beast in me woke, hungry and merciless. Laszlo still drew breath.

It was time to hunt.


CHAPTER TWENTY
IVAN


The bar smelled of Pălincă, human male desperation, and rot. Cigarette smoke lingered in the air, and the warped floorboards creaked with every step.

Age soaked into the walls like mold. Men hunched over their glasses, eyes glazed, their laughter sharp enough to cut but empty of anything resembling life if you listened hard enough.

I didn’t belong here, and they knew it. They heard the rumors, the story of my kind, the fact I was death.

The moment I crossed the threshold, voices faltered. Smoke hung heavy as all gazes turned in my direction, shoulders stiffening. Instinctively, they knew a predator, knew they were nothing but prey.

The bartender stilled with a glass mid-polish, and a ripple went through the room as though the very air recoiled. But the one person I’d come for didn’t notice.

Laszlo.

I’d waited until nightfall to leave Clara sleeping safely and soundly in the castle. I went first to her house, where the man’s scent still clung to the threshold like a mark of trespass. Smoke, sweat, the bitter tang of fear. It was enough to set my bloodlust prowling.

And so, I’d followed the trail through the sleeping town as easily as a wolf on wounded prey. Clara slept unaware while I hunted in her name.

And here I was, staring at the man who, even all this time later, smelled of my wife. 

Laszlo sprawled at the end of the bar, loud and bitter. His shirt was stained, collar open, the stink of liquor clinging to him. His laugh grated through the room, ugly and hollow. When the waitress set down another glass of liquor, his hand shot out too quickly, fingers curling around her wrist.

She froze, her smile brittle.

“Come on, sweetheart,” he slurred, dragging her closer. “Smile for me like she used to.”

A low growl spilled from me because I knew who he was referring to.

She cursed him and jerked her hand away.

“That’s all you’re good for, anyway.”

Her mouth flattened, and he grinned wider, smug in his cruelty. He had cheap bravado for what he deemed weaker prey.

I moved toward him; the crowd moving back like oil from water. Every step I took, silence pressed deeper into the room until it was only his voice left, loud and acrid.

He didn’t sense me until I pulled out the stool opposite him and sat down without speaking.

He looked at me, his gaze bleary as he blinked. “Who the fuck are you?”

Something in the shape of his face stopped me cold. The slant of his brow, the curve of his mouth… it was like staring through centuries into a memory I had tried to bury.

Torchlight. Stone walls. A mocking smile that once belonged to Raducel, my brother-in-arms, my betrayer. Laszlo was no warrior. He was a drunk crawling through life, yet the echo was there. The echo of betrayal, of blood and kin turned to enemy.

My hand curled tighter on the counter, the recognition lancing through me. Fate had dragged that likeness back into my path dressed in a cheaper skin, and my hunger roared its agreement. This wasn’t only vengeance for Clara. This was history circling back to me, begging to be set right.

The room seemed to hold its breath. Chairs scraped, boots scuffed against the floorboards as men slipped toward the door. No one wanted to be here for what was about to happen.

I leaned forward, elbows on the sticky counter, my voice low, and deadly. “You once thought she was yours to hurt.”

His brows knitted, confusion flashing across his intoxicated face. “She? What the fuck are you⁠—”

I bent closer, letting him see the truth in my glowing eyes. The hunger. The darkness. My fangs pressed against my lower lip, slicing the flesh. “It doesn’t matter because you’ll never hurt her or anyone else again.”

I left him on the barstool with his drink, his mouth still running, his hands already unsteady. But I didn’t leave the hunt. Outside, the night pressed close. I leaned back into the shadows of the alley across the street and waited.

The thought of him in her home curdled my blood. He had lingered there, watching, breathing her air as though she were his to take again. The minutes dragged, the muffled noise of the bar bleeding into the street until, at last, he stumbled through the door. Drunk. Careless and muttering to himself.

He never noticed me. Never sensed the danger he was in.

I followed him, keeping to the shadows until I was fast and swift and got ahead of him. I stayed hidden. The moment he passed the mouth of the alley, I made my move. My hand shot out, clamping his throat, dragging him into the dark. His heels scraped the cobblestones as I hauled him deeper between the buildings.

He sputtered, panic rising as the darkness swallowed us whole. “W-what’s going on?”

I hissed, slamming him hard into the wall until his head cracked against the stone. “Ai vătămat-o. Dragostea vieţii mele. Şi nu e prima dată. Acum cinci veacuri mi-ai trădat sângele şi mi-ai răpit-o. Faţă de ce ţi-am făcut atunci, moartea ta de acum va fi milostivă. Numai pentru că voiesc să mă întorc la muierea mea. Să-ţi putrezească oasele sub soare, blestemat fii, şi sângele tău să fie băut de corbi.” You hurt her. The love of my life. And this is not the first time. Five centuries ago, you betrayed my blood and stole her from me. Compared to what I did to you then, your death now will be merciful. Only because I wish to return to my wife. May your bones rot beneath the sun, be accursed, and may your blood be drunk by crows.

“W-what are you?” He stuttered out, wheezed as I squeezed his neck harder.

“I am Death.” His hands clawed at my wrist, nails breaking against my skin. His eyes bulged wild with confusion, but it only stoked the beast gnawing inside me. I pressed my fingers into his throat, letting my nails break skin. I listened to the frantic thumping of his heart.

I twisted his neck to the side, and then I struck.

My fangs ripped into the side of his throat with a savage tear, splitting flesh and vein in one violent pull. Blood burst against my face in a hot, metallic flood, spraying down my jaw and chest, filling my mouth before sliding down my throat. His scream was drowned in the wet gurgle of his own lifeblood.

He convulsed violently as I drank deeply, boots scraping against the stones as I sank my fangs into him further. His body buckled from the savagery. Laszlo clawed at me weakly, nails raking any part of me he could reach, but I drank deeper, swallowing his life in gulps.

And then the memories attacked me from the inside out. His blood carried me back. I saw torchlight, the great hall filled with voices. Raducel handing a goblet to my wife, his smile laced with violence and betrayal. Moments later, the men around us dropped, poisoned foam spilling from their lips. My wife had staggered, the cup falling from her hand, red wine spreading like blood on her dress. And Raducel? He vanished into the shadows while she fell.

The vision shifted to the castle pits, damp and stinking, Raducel’s life in my hands as I took from him what he’d taken from me. I remembered the sound of his last breath and the way my rage had consumed every shred of mercy. His betrayal was carved into me. And now here he was again, a different man, different life, but the same face and cruelty in his blood.

His taste was foul, rank with fear, and raw and bitter from the liquor. Despite that, I took it all. I wrung him dry because blood was blood, and it was power. His frantic heartbeat slowed, faltered, then stuttered.

Laszlo’s pulse struggled beneath my fangs, his lifeblood spilling into me like poisoned wine. With it came a torrent of his memories, fragmented visions crashing into my mind. Faces of countless women, broken beneath his cruelty. Their cries tangled with his hunger and endless need to dominate. They morphed and swirled with what Raducel had been. One in the same.

My fury burned through centuries as I drained, erased, and ended him a second time.

Each image seared into me, branding themselves inside of me, until I felt as though I bore the weight of every wound he had ever inflicted. The vileness of his life flooded my veins. No part of him would ever touch this world again.

His lungs wheezed uselessly, and his hands slackened at his sides. When at last I tore free, I stared at the gaping wound. My chin and throat dripped red, my breathing was ragged, and for a prolonged moment, the dark creature in me was sated but not softened.

He stared at me with lifeless eyes. I let go of him and stepped back, and his body sagged, collapsing onto the cobblestone. I stood over him a moment longer, listening to the silence his death left behind. Then, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and left him there for the rats and the rot.

When I returned to the castle, I bathed at once. I wouldn’t let her see the gore. Clara still slept, curled in the bed, the blankets tangled around her. Her dark hair spilled across the pillow, her lips parted softly. She was the picture of innocence… everything I wasn’t.

I slid in beside her, and she stirred, lashes fluttering as she whispered, “Ivan.”

“I’m here, baby.”

She nuzzled her face against my chest. Her voice was hushed and drowsy when she asked, “Where were you?”

I cupped her face, forcing her to meet my gaze. “I took care of it. I took care of him.”

Confusion and dawning fear tangled together in her expression. “I overheard what you told your grandmother,” I continued, my voice low. “And when he drew near, I scented his vileness festering off of him. He had a darkness, yes, but not like mine. I used mine on those who deserved it, men evil and depraved and who betrayed me. His was pure filth.” I drew in a slow breath. “When I fed, I saw the truth about him. The women he hurt. And behind it, the shadow of a betrayal centuries old. He was nothing but a disease… then, and now.” My thumb brushed her cheek as I held her steady. “Laszlo will never hurt you or anyone else ever again.”

Her breath trembled. “Oh my God,” she whispered, horror lacing her voice as she woke fully and pushed herself up. “I had no idea.” Tears welled in her eyes, and her sympathy for those who had been previously hurt filled the room with the scent of incoming rain.

“I’ll destroy anyone who dares lay a hand on you,” I said, my voice low, edged with something feral. “I’ll do it again without hesitation.”

Her lips parted but no words came. She only lay back down and pressed closer, as if she already understood. I sensed her concern, the empathy for those other women, and the shock still lingering, yet beneath it a quiet acceptance. She knew, as I did, that Laszlo was pure evil, devoid of anything human.

I held her tighter.

This was not simply love. She owned every part of me, and I would burn the world before I ever let her go.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
IVAN


The days blurred into one another, a cocoon of stolen nights of intense pleasure, and where nothing existed beyond the two of us. 

But I knew Clara had others she cared for, family from this lifetime, and I didn’t want her to miss out on anything simply because I was selfish and wanted to keep her all for myself.

As the days turned into weeks, Clara spoke to her family daily. And now the time had come for them to make the trip and visit. Clara’s family was due to arrive shortly and with them came the reminders of the life she had set aside. She’d already contacted the gallery and taken a brief hiatus but planned on going back the following week. To her relief, they’d been very understanding.

She mentioned almost offhand how easily she’d broken the lease on her little cottage, as if even the walls there had known she wouldn’t be coming back. I’d assured her that if she truly wanted to stay in that little one-bedroom cottage, we’d make it work. But she still held the stubbornness I remembered so well.

I heard tires approaching long before she did. I stood with her on the front steps of the castle just as the sun sank below the horizon, her hand wrapped tightly in mine. The black SUV I’d sent to pick them up from the airport slowed to a stop, headlights sweeping the stone façade before flicking off.

Doors opened, voices carried. Her mother emerged first, dark hair streaked with silver, her coat pulled close against the chill. Her father followed, straightening his jacket, scanning the house with wary eyes. Last came her grandmother, stooped but steady, leaning on a cane as she was being helped. Even at a distance, her gaze instantly found me, sharp and unflinching.

Clara squeezed my hand. “It’ll be fine,” she whispered.

I could have chuckled at how worried she sounded. I didn’t know if she was anxious for me or them.

She let go of my hand to run up to her mother, who caught her in a fierce embrace that seemed to wring years of worry out of her in an instant. A huge smile covered her face when she pulled back to look Clara over. Her father’s hug was shorter, his gaze flicking toward me before settling protectively back on his daughter.

I stayed where I was, the weight of centuries on my shoulders, waiting for their judgment like a man awaiting trial. Even with Clara’s hand still tingling in mine, I could not shake the sense that the ground beneath me was shifting.

The four of them approached, her grandmother naturally at the lead. Each step she took was measured, like she had been walking toward this moment for years.

Clara slid to my side, her hand tightening around mine before speaking first, her voice low and careful. “Buni, acesta este Ivan.” Grandmother, this is Ivan.

The old woman’s gaze lingered on me, sharp and steady. At last, she spoke in Romanian, her voice strong despite her frailty. “Ştiu cine eşti. Am crescut cu poveştile din sate. Întunericul din jurul tău… iubirea care te-a pierdut. Ţara asta nu uită.” I know who you are. I grew up with the stories told in the villages. The darkness around you… the love that undid you. This land does not forget.

Clara’s parents exchanged baffled looks, clearly out of their depth.

I inclined my head, answering her in kind. “Şi dumneata crezi?” And you believe?

Her grandmother’s eyes softened, but her tone did not waver. “I believe.” She switched to English then, as if to leave no room for misunderstanding.

Her hand, thin and lined with age, reached out and cupped Clara’s cheek, her words soft but resonant. “Fii lumina lui.” Be his light.

“Always,” Clara whispered, her voice breaking.

The silence that followed was thick, a stillness pressing down over us. Even Clara’s parents seemed subdued, though they clearly dismissed her grandmother’s words as old superstition. For me, it was not superstition. It was recognition. A vow acknowledged.

Inside, the castle was filled with the sounds of luggage wheels over stone and the buzz of happiness and laughter. I stood back and smiled. It had been so long since I’d heard and felt the castle like this.

Yet even as they explored, voices echoing through the great hall, my thoughts remained in the courtyard. Clara’s grandmother’s words clung to me heavily.

For hours we ate, drank, and laughed. I listened to Clara’s family tell stories about when she was a child, and her mother showed me pictures. The photographs passed from hand to hand, laughter mingling with nostalgia, but I could not stop watching Clara’s face as she leaned in close, eyes bright with memory. To see her like this, alive in both worlds, made me ache with a gratitude I couldn’t name.

After they were shown to their rooms and when the halls quieted, Clara led me to the garden. The moonlight powdered the frosty ground with silver shards of light.

She leaned against me, my arms circling her waist and holding her tightly.

“They’ll never really understand,” she murmured.

No, her parents wouldn’t. “Your grandmother knows. She doesn’t wholly accept right now, but she knows and sees you’re happy. She was watching me like a hawk the whole time and was ready to pounce if I stepped out of line.”

Clara chuckled. “Yeah, she’s tough as nails.”

“Your parents don’t have to understand,” I said, brushing my lips to her temple. “They never have to know the truth. They only need to see that you are happy.”

She tilted her head back against me, and I tightened my hold around her. I’d follow her into the fire. Into the shadows. But until then, every heartbeat she had was mine to guard.

Her sigh was soft, content. 

Above us, the moon traced silver lines across the rooftops. The castle had been a tomb for so long, but now, it breathed again, because she was here, because her laughter carried down the halls and she’d been given back to me.

For centuries, I had clung to a fruitless hope I couldn’t name, a belief that darkness itself had been given to me not as punishment but as a promise.

Not death nor even immortality could destroy our destiny to be together.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
IVAN


For a week, Clara and her family had spent every waking moment together. By day, they traveled into town, shopped, ate, even returned to her grandparents’ village. For me, those hours were hell. The sun chained me inside, and worry gnawed at me she might not come back. But she always did. Her parents accepted the excuse that I worked during daylight easily enough, though her grandmother’s eyes lingered on me with sharp, knowing suspicion.

The night after their departure was hushed, emptied of voices and laughter. Their warmth faded down the halls, leaving silence behind. Clara had smiled for them, reassured them, but I saw the worry in her eyes. 

I told her there would be as many visits as she wished, that these walls were hers and theirs as much as mine. And if she ever wanted them under this roof, I would yield without question.

Because I was bound body and soul to her desires.

And tomorrow, she would return to the gallery, back to the world of light and strangers and mortal obligations. Tonight was mine. Tonight, I would savor her as if I could keep time to myself.

So I took her back to the garden that had once been hers alone and now was ours. Where birds with fragile wings once fed from her hand. Where family ties tugged at her daylight hours and the night belonged only to us.

The courtyard garden was all darkness and ivy, old stone walls closing us in. I spread a blanket over the grass, and when Clara stretched out, her hair fanned around her like spilled ink.

All I could think about was how good she looked here.

“Ivan…” Her voice was thick with arousal.

I shifted my body, so I leaned over her, my mouth brushing her jaw, tracing lower, grazing the frantic flutter of her pulse right below her ear. I lingered there, teeth grazing lightly, enough to make her breath hitch. Her fingers twisted in the blanket, but she didn’t push me away.

“You feel me, don’t you?” I murmured, dragging my palm down her stomach until I cupped her between her legs. Even through her clothing, I felt how hot it was. “How hungry I am for you… my dark need.”

Her legs parted instantly, hips tilting up to meet my hand. I moved between her thighs, positioning so I could really press my mouth to the hollow of her throat and wrap my hand right up around her perfect pussy.

I smiled against her skin, kissed down her throat, and across the valley between her breasts. She tasted like lukewarm sugar. Each kiss left her trembling more, her body surrendering inch by inch until she was sprawled flat on the blanket with me hovering over her.

By the time I reached her stomach, I was already half mad. I pushed her sweater up, letting my lips graze her navel. It was cold outside, but we created our own heat. “I can smell it, baby.” I buried my face between her cotton-covered lips and slit. Even through two layers of clothing, I smelled it was her time of the month.

Her hips lifted again, silent permission. I worked her pants and panties off and leaned back, admiring the view. My hunger rose, not just to fuck her but for her blood, too… any way I could have it.

My fangs ached. My cock throbbed, and hunger roared through me so loud it drowned out everything else.

Her hand fisted in my hair, holding me with her, grounding me. “Are you sure?” I knew what she was asking.

We’d never done this… never fed this way.

“Oh, I’m fucking sure.” My teeth scraped the inside of her thigh, making her gasp. “You make me feral. You’re essential to every single part of me.”

I placed my hands on her inner thighs and pushed them further apart. Then, while holding her gaze with mine, I lowered my mouth to the sweet, feminine spot between her thighs.

I dragged my tongue over her clit, soft enough to make her body jolt. Then I gave her a long, deliberate lick up her slit, the taste of sweet copper detonating across my tongue. Her blood rushed across my tongue, and a guttural sound ripped from my chest.

I locked both hands around her hips and held her there as I feasted. Long, slow strokes of my tongue, circling her clit until she squirmed and moaned for me, then dipping down again to gather every drop of red wetness that slipped from her pussy hole.

She moaned, back arching, voice echoing into the night. “Yes,” she hissed. “Oh God, yes…”

I slid two fingers inside her, curling them deep, finding that spot that made her unravel. She cried out, breaking apart already, sobbing my name as her cunt clenched around me. The messy sound of her blood and arousal dripping down my hand only drove me further.

“Don’t stop,” she half cried, half moaned.

And I didn’t. My tongue lashed her clit while my fingers fucked her thoroughly, obscene wet sounds filling the garden. She shook, thighs trembling, her voice rising until it was nearly a scream.

“Give it to me,” I rasped, pulling my fingers free and buried my mouth against her pussy hole and sucked long and deep until she shattered.

Her cry of pleasure echoed off ivy and stone, raw and wild. Her climax tore through her, walls clutching at my tongue, drawing me deeper in. Her orgasm caused a rush of blood to flood my mouth. I drank greedily, swallowing every drop.

Her nails carved deep into my scalp as she kept my face pressed to her wetness, her body twisting, her hips lifting to rub herself harder against my mouth. I continued to drink deep, her flavor unlike anything I’d ever tasted, and I was drunk on it, needing more.

I forced myself to pull away from her and looked at her face, feeling her blood dripping down my lips and chin. I smeared her essence across my lower lip before licking my fingers.

Unable to help myself, I dragged my saliva-slick fingers through her bloody slit again, smearing the sweet crimson across her breasts, circling each nipple until they hardened.

I snarled and bared my fangs. “Do you want me to fuck you or make love to you? There’s a difference.”

“Fuck me,” she begged.

I felt the beast rise in me, that dark and passionate creature, as I notched my cockhead at her entrance and thrust deep in one brutal stroke. She cried out, clinging to me, pussy gripping my cock so hard I groaned against her mouth. Blood and arousal slicked my cock as I pounded in and out of her, wet slaps echoing off the stone walls.

“You’re mine,” I snarled, one hand wrapping around her throat loosely, forcing her to meet my gaze, and my other hand curling around her hip, nails elongating to claws.

Her climax ripped through her again, walls contracting and relaxing around my length. She milked me until I lost it. I growled against her mouth, driving deep, spilling inside of her, cum and blood mixing, dripping from where we were connected.

When our pleasure receded and she relaxed against the blanket, I stayed buried, grinding myself against her lazily, refusing to let her go. Her nails dug into my biceps, holding me close.

I pressed my forehead to hers, panting with her, our bodies still trembling in the aftermath. “You’re everything to me,” I rasped.

Her lips curved faintly, her voice soft but unwavering. “And you are the same to me.”

I kissed her with all the passion and heart I had, copper still sharp on our tongues, before gathering her close against me. When the night air grew too cold, I carried her inside, ran her a hot bath, and slid in behind her. Cradling her to my chest, I washed her clean and held her as if the world beyond us didn’t exist.

I couldn’t see the future. But this I knew with absolute certainty: Our lives were bound, irrevocably, until the very end.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
CLARA


Amonth had passed since my family’s visit, and the castle had grown quiet again, though not in a lonely way. Ivan and I had found a rhythm, one that surprised me with how domestic it sometimes felt. 

It was comfortable in a way that felt like a warm blanket being wrapped around me.

The nights burned like fire with Ivan insatiable for me and me for him. And then I felt eternity press down on us until I couldn’t breathe because I didn’t want to think about what life looked like when age and time pulled us apart.

The gallery welcomed me back without hesitation. They’d been gracious about my short hiatus, and I’d explained it away as a brief medical leave. It was the kind of excuse people instinctively respected without prying, and they’d accepted it without question. I almost felt guilty for how easily the lie slipped past them, but relief outweighed the guilt. It gave me space to settle into this new life with Ivan with no one suspecting the truth.

Now, stepping into the gallery each morning, I felt more alive than I had in years.

My days filled quickly. Adjusting spotlights until the paintings glowed just right. Answering calls from artists hoping to be featured. Cataloguing boxes of sculptures and prints that arrived from across the globe. 

Sometimes, I’d lose myself in the hush of the back rooms, dusting off frames or noting inventory. And other times, I was in the front, helping visitors with unique pieces of art they could carry home with them.

This job grounded me. This place reminded me I was more than the sum of my twenty-some years on this earth. My life went beyond time and history. That being with Ivan didn’t erase who I was… who Clara was. I had the freedom to stand taller, to throw myself into the work I loved because I knew he would be waiting for me

There were, of course, differences to my life now. Ivan joined me in the mornings, staying in the shadows as we talked before I left for the day. Although I could see the possessiveness in his face, his need to keep me safe, he never stopped me, never forced me to stay with him.

We went out as much as possible, and at restaurants, he never ate much, his appetite fixed on me in ways no one else could ever fully know. I fed him, making sure his hunger was sated. And God… I loved it.

But Ivan was always there after my shift, when the sun was setting and the dark-tinted windows of the SUV kept the reach of the sun away.

These were things I had had to grow used to. But none of it felt strange anymore. Our life together had sharp edges. This was the truth about loving a creature who had been born out of a broken heart and betrayal.

And I didn’t just accept them. I cherished them. This was the life we were destined to share.

The sun began its descent, light pooling gold through the gallery windows. I knew what awaited me, and it put an instant smile on my face. I stepped outside, and the sleek SUV waited at the curb right out front. The car door opened before I even reached it, one of the many tricks, or as he called them “gifts”, Ivan had after becoming the creature he was.

Inside, the air was warm, and his scent surrounded me. “Hi,” I whispered.

“Hi, beautiful girl.” His voice was rough yet soft like velvet. “How was your day?”

“Better now,” I said with a smile on my face. “There’s a new exhibition opening next week. Darker, moodier. You’ll have to come to the late showing. I think you’ll love it.”

His mouth curved faintly. “Then I’ll see it with you.”

Sometimes, we drove straight back to the castle where we had an intimate dinner or picked up pizza from town and watched a movie. Other times, we hurriedly ate and Ivan led me upstairs as if the rest of the world had ceased to matter. Tonight, though, the SUV turned toward the city.

“Thought we could go out to dinner. A new restaurant opened up,” Ivan murmured, his cool hand brushing mine.

“Sounds perfect to me.”

The place was tucked away on a quiet street, more candlelight than electricity, shadows pooling in the corners. I ordered salmon, and Ivan asked for a rare steak. He ate it, but I knew it was mostly for show. The performance was for others… and the truth of him belonged only to me.

We spoke lightly over dinner, the kind of conversation that felt deceptively ordinary. Still, I caught the way people looked at him. The waiters stumbled over their words, and the other patrons lowered their gazes without realizing why. They knew instinctively that something set him apart, even if they couldn’t name it.

Ivan’s gaze never left me. He had a way of asking questions I never thought to ask myself. Tonight was no different.

“If you could leave tomorrow,” he asked, voice smooth and deliberate, “where would you go?”

I smiled, swirling the wine in my glass. “The Azores. I heard it’s beautiful there with black volcanic cliffs and emerald fields. I’ve seen pictures of hydrangeas that grow wild along the roads.” My voice softened as I imagined it. “It seems untouched. Like another world.”

His lips curved faintly, but his eyes stayed dark and intent. “Then we’ll go. And you’ll see every wave, every stone, with me at your side.”

“You make it sound easy.”

“With you, it is. We’ll make it so.”

I laughed softly, shaking my head, though warmth spread through me. He meant it. For all his darkness, Ivan wanted me to have light. He wanted me to have and experience normal things, and he wanted to be there with me through it all.

When the plates were cleared, we lingered, talking about the world. I told him about my favorite exhibitions I’d seen and about art I still longed to see in person. He listened with quiet intensity. He told me places he had seen when he was young, places that were all but ruins now.

Later, he drove us home through the darkened streets and the towering forests. I let the hum of the engine, his big, warm hand enclosing mine, and the steady presence of the love of my life beside me fill me with a peace I had never known.

There were things I had to adjust to. He’d always have a hunger that would never fade. The sun would keep us apart by day, and the shadows would always cling to him like a second skin. But none of it mattered in the end.

This was our life.

I wasn’t between two worlds. I was living the only one I was ever meant to have.


EPILOGUE
IVAN


The years slipped by, but the only thing that never changed was how fiercely I loved Clara.

Her laughter filled the castle, softening corners that hadn’t known warmth in centuries. She scattered her life everywhere—art books piled on tables, shoes by the hearth or tumbled carelessly by the door. And I cherished every trace she left behind. 

Sometimes, I closed my eyes just to breathe her in, wanting her scent to saturate the air.

Our life wasn’t ordinary and never simple, but it was ours. And it was perfect.

Her parents visited when they could, staying longer with every trip, even speaking of moving nearby. When her grandmother passed, grief tore at Clara. She laid her buni to rest in the village of her childhood, and we returned each month to honor her memory, weaving stories of the life we were building together.

Clara poured herself into the manor. Under her hand, gardens bloomed again, forgotten rooms stirred with light and art, and the house became not just a fortress but a home.

The world outside kept changing. Darkness stayed inside me as it always had, and feral hunger, bloodlust, and immortality threaded through my veins.

Yet with Clara beside me, even that darkness felt gentled.

Children came up only in wistful smiles and quiet “what ifs.” We didn’t know whether it was possible. But if Clara dreamed of little ones, I would move the heavens to give them to her. I would make sure she always had what she wanted.

When the nights were warm, we sprawled on a blanket in the gardens, her head on my chest as she read aloud or simply stared at the stars and moon.

In the colder months, we curled beside the fire, sometimes with her books, sometimes with my old, macabre war stories. She listened as though they fascinated her.

There were nights when we spoke of the past, of the life we’d once shared before this one. And there were other nights when words weren’t needed, when I worshipped her with my mouth, fangs, and body, then lay awake memorizing every line of her face while she slept.

Nevertheless, time marched on. The seasons turned. The world aged. But inside, Clara kept me anchored in something that felt timeless. 

Still, on the quietest nights, thoughts of the inevitable crept in. The vision of her final breath warming my lips, her hand slipping from mine… it was a torment I couldn’t escape. 

Yet, I no longer feared the end. I had been given the rarest of gifts… to love her until her last breath and then to follow. Not into darkness. Not submitting to a curse. But finally allowing myself peace.

So I lived in the moment with her. I dreamed of marrying her again before friends and family, to speak vows I had carried across centuries.

One night, after I had worshipped her like the goddess she was, we lay before the hearth, the fire painting her skin in liquid gold. I traced the bridge of her nose, the curve of her lips, and knew this was the closest I would ever come to heaven and salvation.

Clara gave everything meaning.

Our story was never meant to last forever. I had always known that. But for as long as she lived, I would make her years the happiest she’d ever known. Because she was mine. And when it stopped, I would follow.

This wasn’t a romantic tragedy. It wasn’t a curse.

It was a romance that followed the natural flow of life.

It was our love story. 

The End.
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